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16 In a rush 

Cowboys linebacker DeMarcus Ware is so 
fast he can make an offensive lineman or a 
receiver—heck, even a ref—look bad. 

By Steve Greenberg 


22 Splitsville 

In this wackiest of seasons, it wouldn't be a 

shocker if the BCS title game produced one last 

twist: a co-champion. By Matt Hayes 

26 The power of 10 The plays that put a 
charge into an electrifying, crazy season. 
By Tom Dienhart 

30 Winning the mind game—and the big 
game Ohio State has the mental and 
motivational edge against LSU because it’s 
tired of being ‘disrespected’. By Matt Hayes 

36 Instant Expert The who, what, when and 
where of every bowl game. Plus, a 
conference call of bow! participants. 
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2 To Know List The rat and the cheater meet 
in Spygate: the sequel. 

6 On Deck A heaping helping of NFL viewing 
with some Celtics-Pistons on the side. Plus, 
Bob Hille’s Starting 5. 

7 Got Nash? The Suns point guard is the new 
poster boy for the ‘got milk?’ campaign. 

8 College football awards The envelope, 
please ... 

10 Your Turn You're full of Florida: attacks on 
Shaq and the Marlins. 


12 Rock Chalk talk For a lesson in hoops and 
history, forget the creature comforts of 
modern arenas and grab some pine at 
KU's Allen Fieldhouse. By Mike DeCourcy 
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Tony Romo or T.0.—is 
the Cowboys’ best player. 
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Spygate: the sequel 


The Patriots and Jets have been rivals 
for years and don't need motivation to 
beat each other, but they have it now: 
Their coaches’ feud is epic. 

One’ a cheater and the other's a rat. 
Bill Belichick and Eric Mangini didn't like 
each other going into this 
season. Then in Week 1, 
Mangini snitched on the 
Pats’ Belichick—his former 
boss!—for ordering video- 
taping of Jets defensive 
coaches on the sideline. And 
boom goes the dynamite on 
what little was left of their relationship. 

The Beli-cheat scandal engulfed the 
league for days and still simmers below 
the surface every time the Pats win. Bad 
for the NEL, yes. But good for this week- 
end, as the hoodie-wearing Hoodwinker 
and the New York Narc meet in their first 


= 


matchup since the controversy to which 
both will be forever linked. 

The Jets have suffered more since the 
scandal than the Patriots. New York is a 
woeful 3-10, and in the weeks since 
Mangini became the sports world’s most 


This weekend, the hoodie-wearing 
Hoodwinker and the New York Narc meet 
in their first matchup since the controversy 
to which both will be forever linked. 


famous tattletale, his reputation has taken 
a beating. He has lost more than games— 
he has lost his nickname (Man-genius). 
He has nobody to blame but himself. 
(And maybe Chad Pennington.) 

Its hard to fault Mangini for finking on 
Belichick. But it's more to the point that 


__ Coaches headed in opposite directions 


Man-not-really-a-genius didn't have a 
problem with the cheating when he was 
on Belichick’s staff and Belichick presum- 
ably committed similar rules violations. 
Sunday’s game (1 p.m. ET, CBS) is in 
no way an even matchup. One team is 
headed for immortality, the 
other is dead on arrival. The 
Patriots certainly will win. 
The question is by how 
much? Belichick already has 
shown an unseemly procliv- 
ity to run up the score for no 
good reason. ‘The Patriots 
destroyed the Steelers last weekend with 
only marginal motivation—a “guarantee” 
of victory by Pittsburgh safety Anthony 
Smith. Now that Belichick has a good 
reason—revenge—he might hang 100 on 
his old protege. That'll teach him! 
—Matt Crossman 


Vikings. Once Dolphins. A 
Childress figured billion excuses 
out how to use don’t matter. 
Adrian Peterson, Winless is 
his team took off. winless. 

Jack Del Rio, Jaguars. Your Marvin Lewis, Bengals. 


momma could suit up under 
center and he’d find a way to 
make it work. 

Mike McCarthy, Packers. 
Nobody thought Brett Favre or the 
Pack would be this good. 


Cincinnati has way too much 
offense to be 5-8. 

Mike Nolan, 49ers. No team in 
the NFC has been outscored by 
more points than the 49ers. 
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Navy drops out of girly Poinsettia Bow! due to nonstop teasing from other service academies >> Tressel says it ‘might be a good idea’ for Buckeyes 
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i | There might be another 
: py handshake between 
ip SY ce \. Belichick and Mangini 
hc ; this weekend, but it 

won't be friendly. 
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Still on the agenda 


The winter meetings are over, and there was a blockbuster 
deal—but it was one no one expected, with Miguel Cabrera 
and Dontrelle Willis going to Detroit for prospects (see page 
68). Baseball's offseason is far from over, though, and several 
things that happened in Nashville will drive the sport's big 
story lines over the next few months. 

Starting pitchers. There were no deals for the big names 
on the trade market, but with few free agents available, 
expect talks to continue—word is, the Tigers are even will- 
ing to spin off Willis in a trade. Reclamation projects like 
Kris Benson and Matt Clement will have value, too. 

Middle relief. Big contracts for the likes of David Riske 
and Scott Linebrink raise the issue: Maybe teams should ask 
starters to stay on the mound a bit longer. 

Big-market blues. The Dodgers got Andruw Jones but 
could use another power bat and a pitcher. The Yankees, 
Red Sox, Mets, Cubs and White Sox have missed on nearly 
all their trade targets. Will the Tigers be the story of the 
offseason? —Sean Deveney 


Getting into the game 


Coaches and selected players in the NBA 
are being asked to wear microphones so fans 
watching on national TV can get closer to the game. But don’t 
expect to get too close: Coaches can turn off the mikes 
whenever they want, and the league has someone on site to 
screen Clips. Still, opinions vary on whether it’s a good move. 

Mavericks owner Mark Cuban: “! think anything that 
gives more real information means we put up with less ridicu- 
lous comments from commentators. That's always a big plus. 
It helps the fans understand the game more and it draws 
them in more.” 

Lakers coach Phil Jackson: “It’s going to be real hard on 
us coaches. We do things in private. It's an inner sanctum. 
For people to be in the inner sanctum, where emotions are 
high ... it’s Big Brother, it's very Big Brother.’ 


Sometimes you just have 
to shake your head 


Turns out it’s not just in the dugout that Barry Bonds has 
trouble playing nice with others. The Wall Street Journal 
reported last week that Bonds ruffled feathers when he asked 
top defense lawyer John Keker to take his case at a significant 
discount—Keker usually charges $900 an hour—and to allow 
an out-of-town legal firm to review all bills. Considering Bonds 
made nearly $16 million in salary this year alone, you'd 
think he'd have bigger concerns, no? 


Favre ‘a little sniffly; Packers spokesman says; consecutive-games streak in peril 
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~ see dollar bills falling o1 
of Linebrink’s pockets, _ 


Mitchell Report 


The long-awaited account detailing 
steroids use in baseball is expected to be 
made public as soon as this week. Fingers will be 
pointed, names will be named ... and some players (and 
fans) will be in for a not so Merry Christmas. 


McFadden (left) and Tebow: one of a kind. 


seer > 


Powder- 
blue devil 


Duke guard DeMarcus 
Nelson is a Blue Devil, 
but he has room in his 
heart for at least one Tar 
Heel when he’s on the 
court. Don’t try him for 
heresy yet, Duke 
faithful—we’re only talking 
about his love for Air 
Jordan basketball shoes. 
Nelson isn’t just wearing 
the latest releases—he 
has a fondness for not so 
recently released Jordans, 
too. Nelson’s favorite 
edition is the Jordan XIII; 
he wears the “Flint” 
colorway, which was 
released in 1998 and 
again in 2005. He says 
he started wearing 
Jordans almost 
exclusively after breaking 
his ankle during his 
sophomore season. 

“| just like wearing 
what's comfortable, and 
it’s even better when it’s 
Jordan,’ Nelson says. 

—Chris Littmann 


Florida quarterback 
Tim Tebow became 
the first sophomore 
to win the Heisman 
Trophy last week- 
end ... and Arkan- 
sas running back 
Darren McFadden 
became the first 
player since 1949 
to finish second 
two years in a row. 


Poll: 9 in 10 Floridians believe Tebow would have cured polio better than Salk 
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FOR THOSE WHO MAUL EXPECTATIONS AND INFLUENCE THE GAME. FOR THOSE 
WHO LICK THEIR CHOPS AT FOURTH AND SHORT. FOR THOSE WHO HAVE WHAT 
IT TAKES ON THE INSIDE, RUSSELL HAS WHAT IT TAKES ON THE OUTSIDE, 
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PULLOVER HOODED 
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PICK of the WEEK 


SAT 


If there are three guys in 
the NFL who need more 
coverage, they're Brett Favre, 
Tom Brady and Peyton Man- 
ning. Thankfully, NFL Legends 
(5p.m., ABC) provides just that. 
Favre, you might have heard, is 
from Mississippi. Get this about 
Manning: His dad and brother 
have quarterbacked in the NFL. 
And Brady, well, he plays for a 
coach who cheats. 


In the December 24 issue 


What a year! we've got you coming 
and going with next week’s Year in Review 
and 2008 Year in Preview. Relive the top 
stories of the past year, then get an idea of 
who will be grabbing the spotlight next year. 

Wait, there’s more—meet our ’07 


Sportsman of the Year. 
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Urlacher might want 
to get something to 
protect that head 
of his. 


SUN Neither the Redskins nor the Giants can catch the Cowboys in 
the NEC East. But the up-and-down, hot-and-cold Giants will move one step 
closer to locking up a playoff spot if they hold off Washington (8:15, NBC). 


You want smash-mouth football, do ya? How’s about an 
NFC North tilt? How’s about steamrolling Vikings running back Adrian Pe- 
terson playing chicken for four quarters with dump truck Bears linebacker 
Brian Urlacher (8:30, ESPN)? I need 
a handful of Percocet just thinking 
about it. 


TUE You wont watch the Pro Bowl. 
Will you watch the Pro Bowl selection show 
(4:30, ESPN)? Probably not, but you'll sure 
kvetch about who makes it and who doesnt. 


The Pistons meet the Celtics 
in a preview of this season’s Eastern Con- 
ference finals (7 p.m., ESPN). Detroit has 
dominated Boston in recent matchups, 
but Boston isn't itself anymore. Pistons 
coach Flip Saunders knows all about Kevin 
Garnett from his years in Minnesota. But 
knowing his moves isn’t the same as stop- 
ping them, is it? 

THU Two truths, no lie: Pittsburgh 
will destroy St. Louis (8 p.m., NFL Net- 
work), and nobody will know because it’s on 
a channel nobody gets. —Matt Crossman 


It’s not easy stopping 
Garnett and his band of 
merry green men. 


Don’t kiiow Kyle Singler yet? 
‘Don’t worry—Vou will ii 


BOB HILLE’S 
STARTING 


The Mitchell 

Report. As 

we awaited 
its naming-names 
release, MLB said the 
game has changed. 
Yep, this time around, 
muscle-bound major 
leaguers were on pins 
and needles. 


The Marlins. 

Dealing Miguel 

Cabrera and 
Dontrelle Willis 
seems familiar. 
This salary dump’s 
revenue-stream twist: 
teal kettles and front 
office bell ringers at 
SoFla Wal-Marts. 


The Red 

Wings. How 

"bout their 
start. I've got to say, it 
looks like there’s only 
one thing that could 
stop this team: if its 
No. 2 line played like 
the Lions offense’s 
No. 1 line. 


Bowls season. 

Let's see, there 

are 32 at, say, 
3% hours per. I’ve got 
a time-management 
tip: Just watch a 
Knicks game instead; 
it'll only seem like 
112 hours. 


Holiday 

shopping. 

Snagged a Car- 
dinals ’07 highlight 
DVD. It’s the director's 
cut, so it runs an ex- 
tra 3.7 seconds with 
the deleted scenes 
of Scott Rolen and 
Tony La Russa being 
cordial to each other. 
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COLLEGE FOOTBALL 


PLAYER OF THE YEAR McFadden entered every game as a marked man. Stop him and 


you'll beat Arkansas, coaches preached. Easier said than done. McFad- 
$ C = den is big. He's fast. Oh, and he throws touchdown passes, too. McFad- 
RB, Arkansas, Jr. f @ 2 — den is the quintessential one-man gang. He ranked fourth in the 
Se nation with 1,725 rushing yards—and he tossed four touchdown 
passes. He was at his best in games against South Carolina (when he 
tied the SEC single-game rushing mark with 321 yards and 
also had a TD pass) and No. 1 LSU (206 yards rushing 
with three TDs and 34 yards passing with one TD). 
McFadden, simply, is the best. 


Mark Mangino Kansas 


No one believed, and that was OK. Mangino 
knew. He knew he had a team capable of doing 
special things. Mangino delivered big time, guid- 
ing his Jayhawks as high as a No. 2 ranking 
behind the play of savvy sophomore quarterback 
Todd Reesing and a sum-is-greater-than-its- 
parts defense. The result: The 11-1 Jayhawks are 
going to KU’ first Orange Bowl since the 1968 
season—and its first BCS bowl game ever. 
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Bradford won a 
three-man battle for the 
starting job and went on 
to set an NCAA fresh- 
man standard for touch- 
down passes with 34. 
Even better, he led the 
nation in passing effi- 
ciency. How important 
was Bradford to Okla- 
homa? He missed most 
of the Texas Tech game 
with a concussion, and 
the Sooners lost, a defeat 
that might have cost 
them a shot at the BCS 
championship. 
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Yes, folks, this is a crowd shot from an actual Marlins regular-season game. 


i" 


How can the Marlins expect to build a loyal fan 
base when the face of the team changes every 
two years? They keep acting like a Triple-A team. 


Dwight Howard (SN, December 3) has a chance 
to become a Hall of Famer like Shaq—but he also 
has a chance to become even more dominant. I've 
always thought that Shaq could have been consid- 
ered the greatest player of all time if he had the 
work ethic of a Michael Jordan or even a Kobe 
Bryant. If Howard develops the work ethic neces- 
sary to become one of the best, Shaq may not 


Which BCS bowl are you 
looking forward to the most? 
il 


—basstastic via SportingNews.com 


eyen be in the conyersation when it’s all said and 
done. —nanaman77 via SportingNews.com 


The Browns should either trade Derek Ander- 
son or Brady Quinn to get maximum value out of 
both guys (SN, December 3). If they tried to move 
Anderson for picks in the first and third rounds, a 
lot of teams with quarterback issues would take 
him. —L.T: Sportsman via SportingNews.com 


The Carolina Panthers (SN, December 3) have 
enough talent to do well, but they lack the drive 
and the quarterback. Their season was over 

in Week 3. —drew1991 via 
SportingNews.com 


I'm surprised you didn't 
include a Dallas Cowboys 

| team from the 1990s as one 
of the teams that would have 

a chance to beat this year's 
Patriots (SN, December 3). The 


| 4% | Th | Cowboys won three Super 
Rose Sugar Fiesta Orange National Bowls in four years, with the 
(USC vs.  (Hawalivs. (Oklahoma (Kansas champion- _—‘Patriots being the only other 
Illinois) Georgia) vs. West vs. Virginia ship team to accomplish that 
Virginia) Tech) (Ohio State feat. —Steve Kaminski, Grand 

vs. LSU) Rapids, Mich. 
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5LOG ON 


From your blogs on spartingnews.com 


RE: 
Posted by Bucsfan4728 

| would fear the Jags if | were 
an AFC team that had to play 
them in the first round. They have 
a stellar running game, a stout 
defense and a quarterback that 
doesn't make mistakes. Remind 
anyone of the 2000 Ravens? 


RE: 
Posted by Callmefrazer 

The Tampa Bay Rays have what 
it takes to win a World Series in 
the coming seasons. Given a few 
good seasons with some smart 
offseason decisions, they can 
develop into a dynasty. The Rays 
are young, fast and gaining 
experience. 


RE: 
Posted by dougvantyle 

The Florida Marlins are a poor 
excuse for a professional sports 
franchise. Why anyone would 
spend a nickel or waste time to 
watch that team is beyond me. 
Major League Baseball needs to 
spend less time on past steroids 
issues and more time fixing or 
eliminating weak franchises that 
have little desire to win. 


Real talk from a fan on 
Sporting News Radio 


‘I think it’s pretty obvious 
now what a joke the BCS 
is and how much college 
football needs a playoff. 
This year no team made 

a strong case for being in 
the national championship 
game. Is this really how 
we’re going to determine 


a champion?’ 
—Marty in California on 
the Tim Brando Show 


J, PAT CARTER / AP 


*Optional, **Midsize sedans starting under $21,000. 
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Rock Chalk talk 


For a lesson in hoops and history, forget the creature 
comforts of modern arenas and grab some pine 
at KU’s legendary Allen Fieldhouse By Mike DeCourcy 


O pain, no gain. 

You do not come to Allen Fieldhouse 
for comfort. To grumble that you're 
going to be stuck on a flat bleacher seat 
for two or three hours watching the 

Kansas Jayhawks play basketball would be like 
complaining about having to hang upside down 
to kiss the Blarney Stone. Some things are worth 
not only the cost but also the price you must pay. 

Allen hasn't enjoyed the same sort of PR. as 
Duke's Cameron Indoor Stadium, but there is no 
more delightful place to watch a college basket- 
ball game than KU’s home court. 

Allen Fieldhouse is a gym. It is not an arena. It 
is nota palace of 21st century excess. There are no 
luxury boxes. Luxury at Allen is one of the few 
chair-back seats that belong mostly to the big 
donors. If you purchase general admission tickets 
to a game through KUathletics.com, you will be 
warned: “Fans in general admission may have to 
stand to be able to see the court.” That's just how 
it is. 

You come to Allen for basketball. If you're 
really lucky, you come for one of KU’s few after- 
noon home games, such as the visit from the 
Miami RedHawks on December 22, when you 
can get a glimpse of the sun shining through the 
windows that line the top of each end zone. It's 
not like it used to be, when the rays would beam 
through and light up tiny rectangles on the court. 
The players never were wild about that, so when 
the building underwent its most recent renova- 
tion, before the 2005-06 season, the windows 
were tinted to reduce the glare. Atleast they didn't 
put in miniblinds. 

Bill Hoagland never got the chance to play in 
Allen and is faintly jealous of the Jayhawks who 
have. A member of KU’s 1952 national champi- 


onship team, he moved back to Lawrence in 1991 
and hasn't missed a home game since. He has six 
season tickets, all of them in the bleachers. He 
doesn't worry about the tight quarters. “I don't 
think about that,’ he says. “I'm there to watch the 
game.” 

Named for legendary KU coach Phog Allen, 
the Fieldhouse was built partly as a training facil- 
ity for the ROTC and opened in March 1955. 
There was a dirt track around the court then, so 
the place is more comfortable than it used to be. 
The school has installed a more modern score- 
board and sound system and expanded the con- 
cession stands, which means there are some of 
the expected spectator amenities. 

Visitors are encouraged to show up an hour 
before game time, but it’s worth stopping by the 
day before to see the students camping out in 
Allen's halls. With the televisions and laptop 
computers they bring and available Internet 
access, it’s not exactly hard living, but it does show 
a commitment to the program—because all the 
campers already are assured of tickets. They're in 


Sure, you’ve got to stand to see the 
court at Allen Fieldhouse—but would 
you really want to be sitting? 
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line to get the prime seats. 

Like all the best college basketball home courts, 
Allen Fieldhouse features a rowdy student sec- 
tion—with more than 4,000 of its 16,300 seats 
reserved for them. They have the requisite allit- 
erative nickname—the Phog Phanatics—but, 
unlike many of their contemporaries, they never 


give the impression they are trying to be part of 


the show. Their haunting “Rock, Chalk, Jayhawk” 
chant is a far cry from some of the look-at-me 


Getting ticketed 


cleverness that’s epidemic elsewhere. KU fans are 
trying to be part of the result, which is an alto- 
gether different thing. 

“Tt seems like our fans are really knowledge- 
able, and we know when our team is down,’ says 
Steven Schoon, a senior majoring in sports man- 
agement. “When KU needs us, it seems like we 
respond. We want to win every home game. You 
should win every home game when you have a 
home like Allen Fieldhouse?” 


Although KU has sold out 92 consecutive home games, it’s still possible to visit its 
website, kuathletics.com, and pick up general admission seats for any of seven remaining 
games this season. They're not cheap—$45 apiece—but you don’t complain about the price 


of 12-year-old Scotch or a Morton’s filet. 


There also are some tickets available on the secondary market. Stubhub.com has 
dozens of seats available for the December 22 Miami RedHawks game, with prices ranging 
from $47 for general admission to $412 for front-row seats near midcourt. 

On eBay, there are tickets available for several games by online auction. An example: A set 
of two end zone seats for the Miami game hadn't been pushed above the $100 mark with a 
few hours left to bid. Check out eBay for current auctions. 


Have a hall of a visit 


If you're flying into Kansas City on your 


way to Lawrence, a few pretty tasty athletic 


museums are worth a walk-through: 
The College Basketball Experience. 


Adjacent to K.C.’s gleaming new downtown 


Sprint Center, the CBE is the home of the 
National Collegiate Basketball Hall of 
Fame and just opened in mid-November. 
Like many new Halls, the CBE—open 
Wednesday through Sunday—is heavy on 
interactive experiences. There are several 
courts that allow visitors to find out what 
it's like to fire a college-range 3-pointer or 
try to beat the buzzer with a winning shot; 


it's ideal for children and young teenagers. 


The museum is a little heavy on the 
contributions of coaches to the game and 
a little light on the players who wrote the 
game’s history on the court. 
collegebasketballexperience.com 


The Negro Leagues Baseball 
Museum. The NLBM wants to make it 
clear it is not a hall of fame. The 
museum—open Tuesday through 
Sunday—is intended to tell the entire story 
of the Negro Leagues game, its website 
explains. Located in the Museums at 18th 
& Vine complex, the NLBM includes 
exhibits on the history, lifestyle and 
geography of Negro Leagues baseball. 
nlbm.com 


The Booth Family Hall of Athletics. 
It's attached to Allen Fieldhouse and open 
Monday through Saturday. On game days, 
it closes three hours before tipoff and 
opens 90 minutes before game time. It 
features exhibits on Kansas’ impressive 
athletic history—in addition to all the 
basketball success, KU was home to track 
and field stars Al Oerter and Jim Ryun and 
football standouts John Had! and Gale 
Sayers—as well as on current teams, 
athletes and traditions. kuathletics.cstv. 
com/facilities/kan-booth-hall.html 


12/17/07. 


.13 


JIM BEAM BLACK" SALUTES 
SpartingNews 


H O T O 


HAMPIONS 


ight Bourbon Whiskey, 43% Alc./Vol. 
Co,, Clermont, KY. 


Advertisement 


on) W/ 
AIG haan 
PUT 


fq } oe 
Ms a H / Pr) 


HOMETOWN 


CHAMPIONS 


KYLE BILLINGSLEY, CHINO HILLS, CA 

Kyle Billingsley, head varsity baseball coach at Chino Hills High School, has a strong 
dedication to all his players. Recently, a father of one of his players was diagnosed with 
cancer. When chemo and radiation treatments caused his hair to fall out, the player shaved 
his head to show support for his father. At school, the boy was teased by other students 
about his hair. Coach Billingsley found out and shaved his own head and his 4 year old son's 
head. He even convinced another coach and 10 of his players to shave their heads, too. 
Coach Billingsley then contacted a local newspaper to take pictures and write a supportive 
piece. It takes a very caring man to sacrifice his own looks and a true leader to get people 
to rally around someone in need. He is a champion and deserves some recognition for his 
love and support of his players. 


DR. CLARENCE SHIELDS, LOS ANGELES, NY 
Dr. Clarence Shields is a former team physician for the Los Angeles Rams and orthopedic 
surgeon. In 1994, after recognizing diminishing athletic budgets and increased injuries 
among high school students, Dr. Shields developed a program called Team HEAL (Helping 
Enrich Athletes Lives), which helps inner-city high school athletes obtain proper physical 
training and medical treatment. To date, the foundation has helped more than 3,000 
student-athletes receive proper medical attention. Another goal of the program is to help 
educate student-athletes about careers outside of sports, including sports medicine and 
athletic training. Team HEAL offers elective classes at Crenshaw High School that promote 
careers in sports medicine, Students have the opportunity to put what they learn in the 
classroom into practice as they work as student trainers for local high school sports teams. 


JASON CONNORS, BROCKTON, MA 
Jason's love for baseball is defined by his role as commissioner of the Massachusetts 
Independent Baseball League (mibl.net), a weekend league that allows regular guys to continue 
playing the game they love after their college careers. Jason has also used his passion for 
baseball to raise money for several worthy causes. Two years ago, when a former player of 
Jason's was diagnosed with leukemia, Jason organized a charity tournament that included a 
home run derby with former Red Sox pitcher “Oil Can” Boyd. Later in 2006, Jason joined the 
board of the Paul Wilgoren Scholarship Fund, which paid for almost 300 local children to play 
little league baseball last summer. In 2007, the first ever MIBL interleague series was formed to 
promote and raise money for breast cancer awareness. The series raised over $1,000. If there 
is a hometown champion in Brockton, it's Jason Connors. 


For official rules, visit sportingnews.com/hometownchamp 


NO PURCHASE NECESSARY. Registration for the contest and the contest itself will begin on January 11, 2007 at 12:01 am ET 
and end at 11:59 ET on December 31, 2007 (“Contest Term”). Nominations will be accepted from January 11, 2007 through 
November 11, 2007. To participate, receive a nomination/or win a prize in Hometown Champion Contest participants must be 
21 years of age or older as of January 11, 2007, legal residents of the continental United States and registered members of 
SportingNews.com. The approximate retail value of the prize is $10,000. Sponsors: Sporting News, New York, New York 10017; 
Jim Beam Brands Co. Deerfield, Illinois 60015. 
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smart 


he best player on the Cowboys 
was offside by a mile. Those last three words are scrib- 
bled in the notebook I took with me to Dallas two weeks 
ago for the Texas-sized matchup with the Packers. 
On the fourth snap of the game, linebacker DeMarcus 
Ware blurred past left tackle Chad Clifton’s outside 
shoulder into the backfield and stripped the ball from 
Brett Favre. Alas, flags flew from both sides of the field. 
No play. 

But in the fourth quarter, with the Packers trailing, 27-24, and facing 
a third-and-5 at their own 40-yard line, Ware did it again—this time to 
the satisfaction of the stripes. He exploded off the ball, passed Clifton 
before the poor guy could turn his hips and leveled Favre's backup, 
Aaron Rodgers, for a 9-yard sack. Clifton gestured to the officials for an 
offside call, to no avail. The Cowboys got the ball back and scored a 
touchdown, ending a 14-point Packers run and taking a giant step 
toward securing home-field advantage in the NFC playoffs. 

Afterward, as Tony Romo was mobbed at his locker and Terrell 
Owens gave a press conference in a side room, Ware dressed in near 
solitude. We chatted awhile, and the 6-4, 252-pound third-year pro 
mentioned something about not having been offside on that first quar- 
ter play. Whatever, dude, just tell me about the one that counted. The 
conversation ended when mountainous veteran left tackle Flozell 
Adams strode over, engulfed Ware with a hug and said, “You did it, 
man.’ 

“J did?” Ware asked, smiling like a child. 

“Yeah, D-Ware. You changed the momentum? 

Indeed he did. And has. Ware's 10th sack gave the Cowboys 33 on the 
season—one more than they had in 2003, when the great defensive 
coach Bill Parcells led the unit to the NFLs No. 1 ranking in his first 
season in Big D. In the three years that followed, the Cowboys had an 
average rank of 13th in defense and 20th in sacks. This season—Wade 
Phillips’ first at the hel m—they are eighth and fourth, respectively. Phil- 
lips, whose unit attacks more than Parcells’ did out of the same 
3-4 alignment, deserves much of the credit. But Ware has been the 
catalyst. 


Access: Valley Ranch 


“I can show you the tape,’ Ware says six days after the Packers game, 
at the Cowboys’ training facility. “I wasn't offside. I'm positive. I can't 
help it if nobody else is moving” 

All right already. 

The next morning, Cowboys defensive coordinator Brian Stewart 
and [are in a “film room” (why do they call it that?) watching “tape” (it’s 
a DVD, for crying out loud) of all of Ware's sacks this season. And an 
extra play has been recorded. Sure enough, it appears Ware may have 
gotten to Favre legally. I have to see it again: The ball twitches just as 
Ware tears out of his stance. Again, in slow motion: Ball, Ware and, an 
eternity later, the other 21 guys on the field. 

There is no doubt—no doubt—the refs blew it. 

“DeMarcus is like Bruce Smith in that way,’ Stewart says. “They're 


Wares Ketnkaz aed ict cap wakes 
pete linemen to get their 
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quicker than everybody. It 
just looks like they're offside” 
Back to the DVD, on which 


Ware, who lines up on the DeMarcus Ware, 
right side of the defense per- 10 sacks, Cowboys: 
haps 75 percent ofthe time,  [Uiiemsremmeenneetressnenseestontetetrapresrearia 
makes mincemeat of Eagles Dwight Freeney, Colts. 


left tackle William Thomas 


and _ Redskins - left tackle down.” - F 

Chris Samuels—six Pro Osi Umenyiora, Giants. 
Bowls between them— “Off the ball, Freeney and Osi 
among others: are the only guys | know that 


M@ At Philly in Week 9, 


; Michael Strahan, Giants. 
Ware runs through a chip “| mean, obviously.” 
block by tight end Matt Scho- Jared Allen, Chiefs. 


bel, drives into the 335-pound 
Thomas’ sternum, knocking 


him off his heels, and plows week out.” 
into Donovan McNabb, who Aaron Kampman, 
fumbles on the play. “Now Packers. “The moves that he 


that’s power,’ Stewart says. 
“So that’s one of the elements 
DeMarcus has.” 

@ Lining up on the left 
side in the same game, Ware 
puts an outside rush on 
Eagles right tackle Jon 
Runyan—also a former Pro 
Bowl player—lets Runyan’s 
momentum carry him up the 
field and angles underneath 
him for a straight line to 
McNabb. “He saw the tackle 
oversetting,’ explains Stewart. 
“How did he know? The 
tackle was trying to beat him 
up the field. So his counter- 
move was to stutter his feet, 
stop the other guy’s feet and 
then just be relentless” 

M@ Against Samuels in 
Week 11, Ware explodes off 
the right side, lowers his torso 
and puts his right hand on 
the turf just as Samuels nears 
him 5 yards behind the line of 
scrimmage, makes an incred- 
ible 90-degree turn toward quarterback Jason 
Campbell and finishes the play with a dive and an 
ankle tackle. This is a product of what Stewart calls 
the pick-up-the-towel drill. “You have to have the 
speed, and then you have to know when to be high 
and when to be low,’ Stewart says. “If you're high, 
the tackle can carry you out of the play. DeMarcus 
is going to use his speed and then come in low on 


he’s just great.” 


“He’s got my No. 1 spot locked 


probably could beat me” 


“| really respect a guy like him 
who can do it week in and 


has, and how hard he plays, 


the edge, pick up the towel and make him say 
uncle” 

When Stewart was secondary coach under 
then-coordinator Phillips in San Diego, Chargers 
defensive players—even the DBs—literally picked 
up a towel to help them learn to get low against 
tackles who couldn't bend that far and maintain 
any power in their arms. In Dallas, the Cowboys 


though he’s hurt, as 
a pure pass rusher, 
he’s up there” 


use little orange cones. Same 
difference. Ware has picked 
up the towel against Samuels, 
Thomas and the Bears’ John 
Tait this season, making all 
three look oafishly slow and 
silly. 

The Chargers led the NFL 
in sacks in 2006 with 61, fully 
realizing the Phillips brand of 
pass rushing: “First, you have 
to have the good get-off? 
Stewart says. “The next thing 
is you have to get your hips 
turned toward the quarter- 
back before the blocker turns 
his hips. The other thing is 
you have to be determined: 
Move, move and counter- 
move if necessary. 

“The better ones all have 
get-off, and it condenses 
down to guys who have good 
hips, and then it condenses 
down to determination. We 
had Shawne Merriman and 
Shaun Phillips who could do 
those things. But the best I've 
been around? DeMarcus.’ 


Dolphins. “He will - 

shane in HEE Who IS 

eb DeMarcus Ware? 
Kampman. 


“lam more biased 
to guys who play in 


He is a student. Ware 


a 4-3” spends more time with 
Ware. “He is that Adams—his No. 1 practice foe 

3-4 linebacker” —during games than he does 
Shaun Phillips, with the Cowboys’ defensive 

Chargers. “| really coaches. “He watches me 

like the way he every play, and I watch him,’ 

pais ? Ware says. “He'll tell me, 
Freeney. “Even 


‘Ware, don't go so far up the 
field—get him? He's been 
around a long time (10 
years); he knows all the little 
tricks and gimmicks. He's 
probably one of the best tackles in the league. 
He’ a great teacher” 

Ware also spends extra hours at Valley Ranch 
and on the road with fellow outside linebacker 
Greg Ellis, a 10th-year pro who is enjoying his best 
season—thanks largely to the extra attention 
opponents give Ware. Ellis is better than Ware at 
using his hands as a countermove and learned 


“‘DeMarcus is like Bruce Smith. They’re quicker than everybody. 


it just looks like they’re offside.’ 2, Stewart, Cowboys defensive coordinator 
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much of his handwork from the same private 
coach who worked with Cowboys Hall of Famer 
Randy White. “Ive been working with him for 
eight years,’ Ellis says. “DeMarcus has been work- 
ing with him for a year or so. He wants to get bet- 
ter. He wants to be the best” 

He is a teacher. Adams, a 6-7, 343-pounder 
who came into the league as a power blocker, has 
honed a kick-step with his left foot that enables 
him to get outside in pass protection more quickly 
than most players his size. “I am better because of 
going against DeMarcus every day,’ he says. “He 
moves with the ball so fast. You have to have that 
kick-step at left tackle nowadays because you go 
against guys like him?” 

He is, in his own words, ‘an ol’ country boy 
from Alabama.’ Ware played in college at Troy and 
in high school in Auburn, Ala., with Giants star 
defensive end Osi Umenyiora, who is a year older 
than Ware. “We called him ‘Boot; ” Umenyiora 
says of the kid who also played four years of base- 
ball (pitcher, right fielder) and ran four years of 
track (100 meters, 400 meters, high jump). “That's 
what his family called him. He was just Boot. He's 
always been a really, really good guy. He was raised 
the right way. 

“He came on the scene in ninth grade. He was 
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Ware’s ability to rush the quarterback and drop back in coverage makes him the Cowboys’ best player. 


real small back then. DeMarcus wasn't tall or any- 
thing. He played receiver, and he really wasn't that 
good. He was just lanky and awkward” 

He is Weasy but not wheezy. “They call me 
“Weasy, ” Ware says of his Cowboys teammates. 
“Its from my rookie year because I didn’t say 
much. (Inside linebacker) Bradie James said I was 
like a little weasel” 

Dictionary.com defines a weasel as having a 
“long, slender body” and being “cunning and 
sneaky.’ Ware is all those things. “If I weighed 


‘His first step is as 
good as anybody’s 
in the NFL. And 
I know he got me real 
good on a power 
move. He’s not just 
a one-trick guy.’ 


—Packers tackle Mark Tauscher 


more, I would get too tired,” he says. 
“There's nothing in football that wears 
you out more than rushing the passer 
play after play.’ 

Great point. The top 14 sackers in 
the NFL through Week 13 weighed 
274 pounds or less. 


He is the Cowboys’ 
best player 


Oh, you caught that at the top of the 
story? Before you get your silver star 
underwear in a bunch, ask yourself— 
honestly—if there is any logical reason 
to automatically bestow that distinction 
on Tony Romo or Terrell Owens. 
Wouldn't the Cowboys have the best 
offense in the NFC with, say, Ben 
Roethlisbergerat quarterback? Wouldn't 
they still be extremely explosive if they 
relied less on T:O. and more on Pro 
Bowl tight end Jason Witten and the 
two-headed running back monster of 
Julius Jones and Marion Barber? The 
Dallas offense is silver star-studded, to 
say the least. 

But the Cowboys’ ever-improving 
defense starts with Ware—who will be 
in the running for NFL defensive player 
of the year—and flows from there. “He 
is a star; Stewart says. “Ray Lewis had 
great players all around him. DeMarcus 
is a bigger chunk, just to use one exam- 
ple, of why this team is successful” 

Its a little late in this story to point out that Ware, 
unlike the few players above him in sacks this sea- 
son, routinely drops back in pass coverage, using 
the skills Parcells taught him his first two seasons in 
the league. “He taught me how to play guys man- 
to-man, how to reroute guys in the slot, how to 
carry guys, how to mirror them,’ Ware says. “He 
taught me to think like an offensive guy.’ 

Ware has more tackles this season than anybody 
else in the top 14 in sacks because he plays the 
entire field. You thought he was just a pass rusher? 

Please. 

He merely is the best young pass rusher in the 
game. When he rushes the passer, that is. 

He also happens to be a sculpted man with the 
face of a matinee idol—the face ofa franchise. If he 
isn't a better football player than Romo or Owens, 
he is every bit as good and every bit as marketable. 
A Super Bowl appearance is all that stands between 
Ware and superstardom. 

“Everyone in this league knows, says the Giants’ 
Michael Strahan, the career leader among active 
players in sacks, “that when you play the Dallas 
Cowboys, in order to win you have to find a way to 
shut down DeMarcus Ware.’ 

It's just not happening. SN 


BOB LEVERONE / SN 


“ 


O 
2 


navy.com/d 


are you ready to dive the world? 


© 2007. Paid for by the U.S. Navy. Ail rights reserved 


BOWLS PREVIEW/ 


t the very least, 


there is symmetry. 
A season of the 


unexpected, 
a bowl season 


of the unknown. 


In one final, ironic twist to the weirdest 
season of all, the BCS ratings system left us 
with a No. 1 team (Ohio State) that nearly 
everyone outside Columbus thinks isn’t No. 1 
and a No. 2 (LSU) that somehow found a way 
to the game because, well, it had the fewest 
warts. We think. 

This, of course, leads to the inevitable: The 
ever-fluctuating poll business ain't over yet. 
No matter what the BCS says, there still is an 
opportunity for a split national title. The Asso- 
ciated Press isn't part of the BCS party—and 
frankly, neither is SporTiNG News. 

That makes this the most intriguing bowl 
season ever, which fits perfectly with the most 
insane season ever. Five BCS bowl games, six 
potential national champions. At this point— 
considering all that has happened this fall— 
why would anyone think the national champi- 
onship race is limited to one game? 

Just when you thought it was safe to pack 
away the improbable, we give you more rea- 
son to dance with it. Yes, the winner of Ohio 
State-LSU automatically wins the BCS national 
championship, but there are four other teams 
that can do enough to sway AP voters—and 
yeah, SN voters, too. 


Ohio State 
AP No. 1, BCS No. 1 


The undisputed champion: The Big Ten is the 
worst league among the Big Six, and any team— 
even some Division I-AA schools—would kill for 
Ohio State's nonconference schedule. That said, a 
win over LSU should end the debate. The Buck- 
eyes would be the nation’s only BCS team with one 
loss (with the possible exception of Kansas, but the 
Jayhawks aren't in the title hunt), and Ohio State 
would have beaten the champion of the SEC. 

The split title: Look, the Buckeyes are about 
as attractive as a New Orleans drag queen on a 
weekend bender. Never has a BCS No. 1 been so 
unloved. The Buckeyes didn’t earn a spot in this 
game—it was given to them. Still, the only way 
OSU splits a championship is if something unex- 
pected—a controversial ending to an awful 
game—happens. 

Even then, that may not be enough. 
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AP No. 2, BCS No. 2 


The undisputed champion: It comes down to 
this: LSU can't afford another overtime or last- 
minute win, especially with the preconceived 
unworthiness—fair or not—of Ohio State. The 
Tigers have to win big and make a statement. A 
so-so win would simply magnify the flaws of the 
BCS championship game and how it came 
about. 

The split title: Winning ugly opens up all 
kinds of possibilities for the remaining four hope- 
fuls. Because when it comes down to numbers, 
LSU would have two losses—just like Oklahoma, 
Georgia, Virginia Tech and USC. And the 
strength-of-conference argument that was so 
prominent in the fall won't help this time around. 
The SEC isn't significantly better than the Pac-10 
or Big 12. 


AP No. 3, BCS No. 4 


The split title: Step 1: LSU wins ugly. Step 2: 
The Sooners roll West Virginia in the Fiesta 
Bowl—or win an all-time classic game. The 
Mountaineers are much better than they showed 
in that loss to Pitt—which wouldn't have hap- 
pened with a healthy Pat White—and OU is 
playing better than anyone in the country. This 
clearly is the best bowl matchup—one AP voters 
will watch closely. 

The drawback: If Oklahoma’ big win against 
top-ranked Missouri in the Big 12 championship 
game wasn't enough to sway voters, how can this 
game make it happen? There will have to be a 
ton of energy and big plays; a grudge match won't 
cut it. 


ERIC GAY / AP 
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would open up all kinds of possibilities for Oklahoma, 
Georgia, USC and Virginia Tech. Sure, a lot of strange 
things would have to happen. ... What else is new? 


= oe 
If Ohio State-LSU gets ugly, Allen Patrick 
(left), Matthew Stafford (above) or USC’s 


defense could turn in a great performance 
and make this crazy season even crazier. 


The split title: Many SEC coaches believe 
Georgia is the league's best team. Any other time, 
woulda, coulda, shoulda gets you a nice pat on the 
head. This season, it could translate to a split 
national title if LSU wins ugly, Oklahoma loses or 
wins an ugly game and the Dawgs rout Hawaii in 
the Sugar Bowl. Georgia already has a legit beef: 
LSU jumped the Bulldogs in the final BCS poll 
because ... why? The conference championship 
shouldn't have held so much weight—just ask 
Nebraska (2001) and Oklahoma (2003). Neither 
the ’01 Cornhuskers nor the ’03 Sooners were Big 
12 champs, but both reached the BCS title game. 

The drawback: Can a team that didn’t even 
win its division win the national title? Another 
problem: Georgia's most glaring defeat—a 35-14 
loss to Tennessee—looked even worse after LSU 
beat the Vols in the SEC championship game. 


The split title: Ladies and gentlemen, we give 
you Ohio State Light. How did the Hokies get 
here? Good question. It will take the bowl season 
of a lifetime for Virginia Tech to win it all—or at 
least part of it all: Hawaii over Georgia, West Vir- 
ginia over Oklahoma, Illinois over USC in the 
Rose Bowl and a huge Hokies victory over Kan- 
sas in the Orange Bowl. And—and—the worst 
game ever between Ohio State and LSU. 

The drawback: No one with a glimmer of 
hope has less of a chance to win it all: Even if LSU 
beats Ohio State in an awful game, the Tigers beat 
Virginia Tech by 4] in September. 


The split title: It’s all about name recognition. 
USC has been the nation’s best team this decade, 
and now the Trojans are hot after stumbling mid- 
way through the season. The scenario: LSU wins 
ugly, Oklahoma and Georgia lose and USC hangs 
a number on the team that beat Ohio State. 

The drawback: In this season of key quarter- 
back injuries, none had more impact than the 
broken finger John David Booty suffered in the 
Stanford game: The Trojans lost that day. They 
lost to Stanford! It’s asking too much to overlook 
that game, which ranks far and away as the worst 
loss by any of the contenders. SN 
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These plays put a charge 
into an electrifying, 
crazy season 

By Tom Dienhart 


An a-maize-ing upset 


The game: Appalachian State at No. 5 Michigan, September 1 


The play: Trailing, 34-32, with 6 seconds left, Michigan's Jason Gin- 
gell lined up for a 37-yard field goal attempt that, if good, would beat 
Division I-AA Appalachian State. But the kick was blocked by Corey 
Lynch, securing a stunning season-opening upset of the Wolverines. 

The impact: This shocker set the stage for a season of tumult. 


championship hunt. 


A Cardinal sin 


The game: Stanford at No. 2 
USC, October 6 

The play: Facing a fourth-and-goal 
from the USC 10 with 49 seconds left, 
Stanford quarterback Tavita Pritchard 
hit Mark Bradford with a touchdown 
pass to topple the Trojans, 24-23. 

The impact: Losing to a 41-point 
underdog was bad enough, but the 
loss—which ended USC's 35-game 
home winning streak—also was the 
first blow to the Trojans’ BCS title 
dreams. 


The game: No. 3 Oklahoma at Colorado, September 29 
The play: With 2 seconds left, Colorado kicker Kevin Eberhart nailed a career-long 45-yard 
field goal that gave the previously mediocre Buffaloes a 27-24 win. 
The impact: The Sooner, who blew a 24-7 third quarter lead, never got back in the national 


Cal-lapse 


The game: Oregon State at No. 2 Cali- 
fornia, October 13 
The play: Trailing, 31-28, with 14 seconds to 
go, Cal had the ball at the Oregon State 12 but 
was out of timeouts. Bears quarterback Kevin 


Riley scrambled upfield when he couldn't find 
an open receiver. Big mistake. Riley was tackled 
after a 3-yard gain, and the clock expired before 
Cal could attempt a game-tying field goal. 

The impact: Had Cal won, it would have 
ascended to No. | in the polls. Instead, this was 
the first of six losses in the Bears’ last seven 


games. 
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And I take Lipitor because 
it does even more than lower 
my cholesterol. 


- Unlike some cholesterol-lowering 
medicines, Lipitor is approved by 
the FDA to reduce the risk of heart 
attack, stroke and certain kinds of 
heart surgery if you have several 
common risk factors for heart disease. 


- Lipitor is one of the most researched 
medicines with over 400 ongoing or 
completed clinical studies. 


Ask your doctor. 
Call 1-888-LIPITOR (1-888-547-4867) 


Or find us on the web at www.lipitor.com 


IMPORTANT INFORMATION: LIPITOR is a 
prescription drug. It is used in patients with multiple 
risk factors for heart disease such as family history, 
high blood pressure, age, low HDL (‘good’ 
cholesterol) or smoking to reduce the risk of heart 
attack, stroke and certain kinds of heart surgery. 
When diet and exercise alone are not enough, 
LIPITOR is used along with a low-fat diet and 
exercise to lower cholesterol. 


LIPITOR is not for everyone. It is not for those 
with liver problems. And it is not for women who 
are nursing, pregnant or may become pregnant. If 
you take LIPITOR, tell your doctor if you feel any 
new muscle pain or weakness. This could be a sign 
of rare but serious muscle side effects. Tell your 
doctor about all medications you take. This may help 
avoid serious drug interactions. Your doctor should 
do blood tests to check your liver function before 
and during treatment and may adjust your dose. The 
most common side effects are gas, constipation, 
stomach pain and heartburn. They tend to be mild 
and often go away. 


Please see additional important information on next page. 


When diet and exercise alone are not enough, 
adding LIPITOR can help. LIPITOR is one of many 
cholesterol-lowering treatment options that you 
and your doctor can consider. 


Uninsured? Need help paying for medicine? Pfizer has programs that can help, no matter your age or income. Relpful 
You may even qualify for free Pfizer medicines. Call 1-866-706-2400. Or visit www.pfizerhelpfulanswers.com. answers” 
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if you. vhave a fever or Tool very tied: 


| + Your skin and the whites of your eyes turn yellows x 


If you: have these symptoms, call your doctor 
right away. 4 
The most common side effects of DIPITOR's are: 3 3 
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Going for two 
(losses) 


The game: Arkansas at No. 1 LSU, November 23 

The play: Arkansas’ Matterral Richardson inter- 
cepted a 2-point conversion pass by LSU's Matt 
Flynn to seal a 50-48 triple-overtime win. 

The impact: The fact the Razorbacks won the 
game made Darren McFadden’ Heisman state- 
ment—206 yards and 3 touchdowns rushing, plus 
another TD passing—even louder. More important, 
it killed LSU’s national title hopes. Or so it 
appeared. 


Mizzou is the 1 


The game: No. 4 Missouri vs. No. 2 Kansas, 
November 24 

The play: With time winding down, tackle 
Lorenzo Williams led a gang of Tigers who sacked 
Kansas quarterback Todd Reesing for a safety to 
secure a 36-28 win. The play ended the Jayhawks’ 
comeback bid to keep its perfect season alive and 
left Reesing with a face full of turf. 

The impact: Winning the de facto Big 12 North 
title game vaulted Missouri to the No. 1 BCS rank- 
ing—for one glorious week. Kansas saw its chance 
to play in the BCS title game evaporate. 


Les is more 


The game: No. 18 Auburn at No. 5 LSU, October 20 
The play: With 8 seconds left, LSU quarterback Matt Flynn dropped back to throw on 
third-and-7. Seven seconds later, he hit Demetrius Byrd for a 22-yard touchdown. If the ball 
had been tipped or dropped, time might have expired. Instead, the Tigers won, 30-24. 
The impact: A loss would have ended LSU’s BCS title hopes, but coach Les Miles’ 
risky call paid off—huge. 


Ryan’s 
hope 


The game: No. 2 Boston 
College at No. 8 Virginia 
Tech, October 25 

The play: Boston Col- 


The 
Backyard 
Bawl 


The game: Pitt at No. 2 
West Virginia, December 1 


FROM TOP: ALEX BRANDON / AP; CHRIS CODUTO / ICON SMI 


lege trailed, 10-7, with 23 
seconds left when quarter- 
back Matt Ryan dropped 
back to pass on third- 
and-20 from Tech’s 24. He 
felt pressure, rolled to his 
left and unleashed a cross- 
field touchdown pass to 
Andre Callender. BC won, 
14-10. 

The impact: Ryan's 
Flutie-esque play made 
him the Heisman front- 
runner and kept BC 
dreaming big. Virginia 
Tech lost its second game 
and ultimately its chance to 
play for the national title. 


Dead Ducks 


The game: No. 2 Oregon at Arizona, November 15 

The play: With Oregon leading, 8-7, Dennis Dixon faked a handoff 
and juked to his left. As he planted, Dixon's left knee buckled even 
though he didn't make contact with another player. He went down in 
a heap with a torn ACL, and Arizona rolled, 34-24. 

The impact: Oregon entered the game needing only wins over 
unranked Arizona, UCLA and Oregon State to play for the national 
title. Instead, the offense flat-lined without Dixon, who had the inside 
track on the Heisman when he was hurt, and the Ducks lost all three 
games. 


The play: With 1:40 left 
from the Pitt 28, West Virginia 
needed a miracle to stay alive 
on fourth-and-17. Trailing, 
13-7, quarterback Pat White 
heaved a pass into the end 
zone for Wes Lyons, but it fell 
incomplete. The Mountaineers 
lost, 13-9. 

The impact: Losing the 
Backyard Brawl to a 28-point 
underdog on the final day of 
the regular season removed 
the Mountaineers from a sure 
spot in the BCS title game and 
cleared the way for LSU to 
meet Ohio State in the season's 
grand finale. 
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his no longer is an anomaly, some funky 

trend that can be explained without a second 

thought. This, everyone, has become a bona 

fide factor, an intangible that has weaved its 

way into the fabric of the national champion- 
ship game. 

Respect. 

If you don't get it now, you'll work your tail off to 
get it later. 

“That's a big deal right there,’ says Florida coach 
Urban Meyer. “It's as important as anything” 

No wonder, then, that six of the previous nine BCS 
champions were underdogs. All six—from Tennessee 
in the first game in 1998 to Florida last season— 
played their best game when it mattered most. 

The biggest underdog in that span was Ohio State 
in 2002. The Buckeyes beat arguably the most tal- 
ented college football team ever (Miami) after hear- 
ing about their own inadequacies for five weeks. 

This time around, Ohio State has heard about its 
failings for an entire year—since last season's national 
title game, when the heavily favored Buckeyes were 
blown out by Florida. 


WA) — 
Chris Wells (28) and the Buckeyes hope to ride an emotional high against LSU and Early Doucet. 


nd the big game 


Want to know why Ohio State, ranked No. 1 again 
this year but this time an underdog, will beat LSU? It’s 
all mental. 

There's a reason the access code to the Ohio State 
football offices was 4114 for much of the season. 
That's 41-14—as in the score of last year’s national 
title game. 

“You don't ever forget something like that;’ says 
Ohio State offensive tackle Kirk Barton. 

We can talk about specific matchups and strengths 
and weaknesses. Or coaching strategy and decision 
making. The reality is, both teams are loaded with tal- 
ent: One AFC scout says as many as 15 players com- 
bined could be picked in the first three rounds if spe- 
cific underclassmen decide to enter the NFL draft. 

But talent doesn't always translate to national titles. 
More times than not, it comes down to which team 
wants it more. It's corny and contrived and a walking 
cliche. And college coaches, to a man, swear it’s true. 

Let's remember what we're dealing with: young 
minds easily motivated—and, yes, manipulated. 

“Emotion and motivation are so big,’ says USC 
coach Pete Carroll. “Once it starts rolling, get out of 
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the way, man.’ 

Case in point: last year’s championship game. 
The prevailing theme was Florida benefited froma 
backlash of poll voters who didn’t want to see a 
Michigan-Ohio State rematch. The Gators, it 
seemed, were the poor, fortunate souls befriended 
by the system. 

By the end of a month layoff between games, 
Florida was so confident it would win—and so 
ready to play—that university president Bernie 
Machen got on stage at a pep rally in suburban 
Phoenix the night before the BCS title game and 
guaranteed victory. He later said he could sense it 
by speaking to Meyer—and seeing “the look” in 
the eyes of the coaches and players. 

Certainly, the talent at Florida had a lot to do 
with it. Specifically, the talent on defense. And that 
brings us to yet another critical factor: All six of 
the BCS underdogs—Tennessee (1998), Okla- 
homa (2000), Ohio State (2002), LSU (2003), 
Texas (2005) and Florida (2006)—finished the 
season no worse than eighth in scoring defense. 

LSU has given up 223 points in its last eight 
games (27.9 per outing). Ohio State has given up 
128 all season and leads the nation in scoring 
defense (10.7). 

“That's because they haven't seen the type of 
teams LSU has played; says one SEC coach. “It’s 
easy to give up 128 points with that schedule” iit Se 

There you have it, everyone. More disrespect for aa 
Ohio State to chew on. ieee 

And more fuel fora championship run. — SN 


oo 


‘ABIG TEN COACH ON petal 


Offense 


They know what they do well, and they want to force their will on you. 
They're going to run the power game with Chris Wells, and they're going 


run some play action in the passing game. Their weakness is Todd 


That's where you'll see LSU's blitz packages pay off. 
Defense 


unique scheme than Ohio State not being able to handle a speed 


one game. 


BCS BREAKDOWN 


those Florida ends controlled last year’s championship game. 
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Anderson husse! 


Boeckman. He's not that fleet of foot, and his arm strength and accuracy 
on timing patterns are iffy. But they are so good at receiver with Brian 
Robiskie and Ray Small and Brian Hartline that Boeckman doesn’t have 
to win games by himself. He just has to get them the ball. Boeckman 
makes mistakes when he can’t set his feet and shoulders and throw. 


What Illinois did was more a combination of a tired defense and a 


offense. The Illinois defense won that game; Ohio State couldn't score, 
and its defense was on the field too long. Don’t judge that defense on 


What makes them so tough is they can lock up the passing game with 
physical corners Malcolm Jenkins and Donald Washington and then do 
all kind of things with pressure packages. Their linebackers can run and 
cover and get to the quarterback on zero blitzes. They don’t miss tackles. 
End Vernon Gholston cannot be blocked without help. LSU will figure 
that out very soon, and if they don’t adjust, he will control that game like 


They want to run the ball to set up the short and intermediate pass 
game. Fullback Jacob Hester isn’t going to scare you as a home run-type 
guy, but he’s relentless. The first objective is to stop that run. If they can't 
run, they're forced to rely on a passing game that has struggled with 
timing and rhythm all season. : 

They use a lot of matchup stuff in the passing game. They want to 
isolate smaller corners on their physical receivers and take their ‘ae 
chances. Matt Flynn gambles when he’s pressured; if he has to move in 
the pocket, you've got a good chance to turn them over. 


Defense 

They're aggressive and active. Surprisingly enough, you can run right 
up the gut at them—that’s where | think Ohio State will have some — 
success. The team that exposed LSU’s defense early was Florida. They 
spread them out and forced them to cover in space, then used a lot of 
inside stuff in the run game and drag routes underneath inthe passing 
game. Ohio State has athletes who can take those drag routes for big 
gains. 

And don't forget, when Arkansas wasn’t in direct-snap formation — 
against LSU, they were lining up and running isolations to Darren 
McFadden. Chris Wells is a big, fast kid; what will he do in that ° 
situation? 


BOB LEVERONE / SN 


Hielaensvene 


. 
pi hpath 
iN § 


7% 


iS ie 


Ch 


Zs 


oy} 


Good Hands 


football fans for over 75 years. 


Are you 


Protecting 
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RESULTS (11-1) 


Youngstown State W 
Akron 

at Washington 
Northwestern 
at Minnesota 
at Purdue 
Kent State 
Michigan State 
at Penn State 
Wisconsin 
Illinois 

at Michigan 


HEAD 


LSU 38.7 
Ohio State 32.0 


=Crss==222==2= 


38-6 
20-2 
33-14 
58-7 
30-7 
23-7 
48-3 
24-17 
37-17 
38-17 
28-21 
14-3 


of . 
Ohio State’s 3 key games 


Washington. This was advertised as a make-or-break 
game, and OSU responded by routing a team that entered 
the game with a 2-0 record and a lot of momentum. 

Illinois. The Illini used a dominant ground game to 
knock the Buckeyes from their No. 1 perch and appar- 
ently trash their national title dreams. This game 
cast doubt on first-year starting quarterback Todd Boeck- 
man and the offense. 

Michigan. This underscored how rugged the Buck- 
eyes defense can be, as Jim Tressel’s dominance over the 
Wolverines (6-1) continued in a game that decided the 
Big Ten championship. 


Ge a & 

Rushing Rushing Passing 

Points allowed yards yards allowed yards 
19.6 218.9 103.1 229.2 
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Leaders 


PASSING Att. Comp. Yds. TDs _ Int. 


Todd Boeckman 273 176 2,171 rey MP2 
Rob Schoenhoft 25 V7 129 0 0 


RUSHING No. Yds. Avg. TDs Long 
Chris Wells 254 1,463 5.8 14 +62 
Maurice Wells 103 367 3.6 3 26 
Brandon Saine 60 267 4.5 roe Pesyh 

RECEIVING No. Yds. Avg. TDs Long 
Brian Robiskie 50 885 77 10 «68 
Brian Hartline 46 619 13.5 5 65 
Ray Small 19 253 13.3 2 60 


Observations from the sidelines 


The offense is pretty basic. They want to pound you, pound 
you, pound you and then hit you with play-action passes. ... 
The key to making everything go is getting Chris Wells estab- 
lished on the ground. The coaches were on him earlier in the 
year because they wanted him to be tougher and more physi- 
cal. He responded and was running hard late in the season. ... 
They haven't had much of a drop-off at receiver. We thought 
Brian Robiskie was their big-play guy. But Brian Hartline is 
pretty good, too. He reminded us of Anthony Gonzalez. He 
runs crisp routes and plays hard. ... Todd Boeckman was a big 
question coming into the season but has played well. He got 
off to a hot start but is prone to mistakes. And he’s not very 
mobile. But if he stays within the system, he’s pretty good. ... 
We thought Michigans offensive line was more athletic than 
Ohio State’. ... You saw the defense was vulnerable to a run- 
ning quarterback in the loss to Illinois. But athletic quarter- 
backs like Juice Williams provide problems for most any 
defense. It doesn't mean there are any major flaws on this 
defense. ... The defensive line is big and physical. Vernon 
Gholston is a stud, the best end in the league. Coaches talk to 
at Ohio State tell me they can't block Cameron Heywood in 
practice. ... The linebackers speak for themselves. James 
Laurinaitis can run and is physical. I think he overshadows the 
guys on the outside. Those guys are pretty good, too. ... I like 
the secondary, but I'm surprised Donald Washington starts at 
corner. He’ not very fast or athletic. But he’s surrounded and 
protected by a lot of good players back there. ... I didn’t think 
they were as dominant on special teams as they had been in 
recent years. We didn't think going into our game with them 
that we had to pooch kick or avoid anybody. 


Passing Yards Total 


Yards allowed 
yards allowed per play per play offense 
— 180.8 6.0. 4.3 448.2 
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RESULTS (11-2) LSU’s 3 key games 


at Mississippi State: "Ws" 45-0 Virginia Tech. The Tigers sent a statement to the 


Meinia ae! ites nation that they were legitimate BCS title contend- Observations from the sidelines 
Bacal d Pigg 4 see ers by thumping an emotional Hokies squad in the 
pia ye W 3 se most anticipated nonconference matchup of the Sometimes I look at LSU and wonder howin the world they 
Florida Ww 23-24 joe : win big games. They're predictable on offense and lousy in the 
at Kentucky* 43-37 Auburn. Live by the sword, die by the sword. That red zone on defense. Yet every time they need a big play, one 
Auburn w 30-24 ae coach Les Miles mantra all year. And it paid off of those elite athletes sucks it up and carries them. ... Ali 
Alabarne W 44-34 here with a game-winning touchdown pass with Highsmith is a player's player at linebacker. He’ athletic, he’s 
toulsianatech W 58-10 1 second left. smart, he’s tough, he loves the game. That unit feeds off his 
at Mississippi W124 Arkansas. Beat the Hogs, Stay on course for the energy. He’ the key to that defense, not Glenn Dorsey. ... I 
Pee ee: | 50-48 BCS title game. LSU blew it, but the Tigers backed know everyone is in love with Jacob Hester running the ball, 
Tennessee ** W 24-14 into the championship game When they beat Ten- and he’ a solid player, no question. But the best player on that 
*Tiiple overtime nessee and Missouri and West Virginia lost the next team is Kelland Williams, and he doesn’t get nearly enough 
weekend. touches. Next year, when he’ an elite tailback, we'll all be won- 


**SEC championship game, Atlanta ; 
' i“ Pe Ag dering why he didn't get 20 carries a game this season. ... They 


je, ae ‘ Bes , can run block as well as anyone in college football. That line 
t ai ie — plays with an attitude; they know what it takes to get a tough 
yard. But the odd thing is, they struggle in pass protection. 
Run blocking is attitude, pass protection is technique. They're 
just not sharp in protection schemes. ... I don’t trust the receiv- 
ers. Early Doucet is a terrific talent, but they don't go to him 
enough. It’s almost like he’s a possession receiver. Brandon 
LaFell and Demetrius Byrd have NFL bodies but are still so raw. 
... Matt Flynn can quarterback my team. He’ a tough kid who 
has battled through injuries. These 30 days off will do wonders 
for him. ... Dorsey is a beast when he’ healthy, but he can't do 
it all. He doesn’t get much help in run defense. Their safeties 
are solid in coverage, but they're a liability in run support. ... 
Defensive end Tyson Jackson will be one of those guys who 
blossoms in the NFL and you'll wonder why he wasn’t domi- 
nant in the college game. Right now, he’s good for a couple 
plays—and a personal foul—a game. 


Leaders 


PASSING Att. Comp. Yds. TDs Int. 
Matt Flynn 332 183) 92233 We ale 
RyanPerrilloux 75 51 694 8 2. 
RUSHING No. Yds. Avg. TDs Long 


Jacob Hester 204 ~=+1,017 5.0 Tl, V8 
‘Keiland Williams 68 458 67 6 67° 
Trindon Holliday 50 351 7.0 Cameos 
‘CharlesScott =6 443318 7.4 555 
Matt Flynn 88 207 2.4 4 22 
‘Ryan Perrilloux 51 203 40 2 23 
RECEIVING No. Yds. Avg. TDs Long 
Early Doucet 50 474 9.5 4 34 
‘Brandon LaFell 48 641 134 3 56 
Demetrius Byrd 33 593 18.0 7 62 
‘Richard Dickson §=28 3311.8 33 85 


im ee he e GF & 


Total Kick Kick return Punt Punt return Penalty Time of Third-down Fourth-down Field goal 
defense return avg. avg.allowed  returnavg. avg. allowed yards possession conversionrate conversionrate attempts 
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47.6% 63.6% 


12/17/07 . SPORTING NEWS . 35 


_BOWLS PREVIEW/VIEWERS GUIDE 
“cca expert — Every bowl, every team—all you 


ye Pek Don't even miss the pregame MXP Invite the neighbors over ** TiVo it * Shovel the driveway instead 


TUESDAY, JANUARY 1 


OQ), Camp 
Sa 


coi Rose Bowl -*&* 


* USC (10-2) vs. Illinois (9-3) 

4:30 p.m., ABC, at Pasadena, Calif. 

Poor Zooker. He finally makes his mark as a coach on the field, and 
his rising young team merely has to play the most talented team in the 
| country. The Illinois seniors have never been to a bowl game. The USC 
seniors have never played in anything other than a BCS bowl game. It's 
going to get ugly, folks. 


With White back 
on the field, 
Mountaineers- 
’ Sooners is the 
bowl season’s 
best matchup. 


a” 
\ Sr /36.SEEADIFERENT CAE 12/17/07 
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pce. 
Fiesta Bow! sock | 
BOWL West Virginia (11-2) vs. Oklahoma (11-2) | 
-~~~~~ _ 8 p.m., FOX, at Glendale, Ariz. 
It's not even close—this is easily the best matchup of the five bowls. Frankly, this game 
could be the national title game. Think about it: If Pat White is healthy, who really wants a 
piece of that West Virginia spread option offense? Then there’s OU, which had the most 
impressive win of the season in the Big 12 championship game. I'd take either of these 
teams against anyone else on a neutral field. 


FIESTA 


Sugar Bowl **** 
Hawaii (12-0) vs. Georgia (10-2) 
8 p.m., FOX, at New Orleans 

This one has two offenses hitting their stride and two quarterbacks— 
Hawaii’s Colt Brennan and Georgia’s Matthew Stafford—who are going to 
make a ton of money in the NFL when their times come. Georgia feels like 
it was snubbed by the BCS; Hawaii is elated to just be in a BCS game. 
Georgia should simply overwhelm the Warriors—just like Oklahoma 
should’ve thumped Boise State in last year’s Fiesta Bowl. 

The Dawgs better figure out how to deal with multiple option routes from 
the NFL-grade receivers in the Warriors’ run-and-shoot offense or this will 
be a fourth quarter game with both teams in the high 30s. 


SS ————— 


WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 2 


THURSDAY, JANUARY 3 
| 


Orange Bowl *** 
Kansas (11-1) vs. Virginia Tech (11-2) 
8 p.m., FOX, at Miami 

At the very least, the place will be packed—which is what 
the Orange Bowl desperately wants/needs. I’m guessing there will be fewer 
than 40 points combined. Admit it: You want to know what Kansas will do 
against a non-Big 12 team in a big game. 


i 


MONDAY, JANUARY 7 


NATION 


My Aistate I MOST OVERRATED GAME 
| BsX@i BCS Championship **** 


Ohio State (11-1) vs. LSU (11-2) 
8 p.m., FOX, at New Orleans 

‘ Look, | can’t get excited about a team that lost to two 
average SEC teams—one at home—and a coach who says his team is 
undefeated in “regulation.” That's like me saying | should’ve been valedicto- 
rian in college, but apparently, they count calculus, physics, economics and 
sports journalism classes. Then there’s Ohio State. What do we know about 
the Bucks? They lost one game in regulation. 


| 
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THURSDAY, DECEMBER 20 


Utah (8-4) vs. Navy (8-4) 
9 p.m., ESPN, at San Diego 

There’s an old Hawaiian saying that goes, 
Kaipo-Noa Kaheaku-Enhada. Oh, wait, that’s 
just the name of Navy's fleet-footed quarterback. 


FRIDAY, DECEMBER 21 


Memphis (7-5) vs. Florida Atlantic (7-5) 
8 p.m., ESPN2 

It's the first bowl game in FAU history, a nice 
story that ought to hold your interest for a 
possession or two. 


SATURDAY, DECEMBER 22 


Cincinnati (9-3) vs. Southern Miss (7-5), 
1 p.m., ESPN2, at Birmingham 

How did the Bearcats get stuck in a dog game 
like this one? They'd better suck it up, though—the 
Golden Eagles want to send coach Jeff Bower out 
with a bang. 


New Mexico (8-4) vs. Nevada (6-6) 
4:30 p.m., ESPN, at Albuquerque 

One of these years, the New Mexico Bowl 
just might have to go on without the Lobos. Until 
then ... Zzzzzzz. 


BYU (10-2) vs. UCLA (6-6) 
8 p.m., ESPN 

Ah, a revenge game—with the September loser 
(BYU) a big favorite to make good in the rematch. 
As if the Bruins hadn't been kicked around enough 
since then. 


SUNDAY, DECEMBER 23 


East Carolina (7-5) vs. Boise State (10-2) 
8 p.m., ESPN, at Honolulu 

What a nasty trick the local team played on the 
Hawaii Bowl by making it to a BCS game. Maybe, 
for one glorious day, Honoluluans will adopt East 
Carolina as their own. 


WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 26 


Central Michigan (8-5) vs. Purdue (7-5) 
7:30 p.m., ESPN, at Detroit 

1. The Boilermakers already beat the Chippewas 
this season. 2. It’s the Motor City Bowl. How on 
earth is Joe Tiller supposed to get his team up for 
this game? 


THURSDAY, DECEMBER 27 


Arizona State (10-2) vs. Texas (9-3) 
8 p.m., ESPN, at San Diego 

This is what you want out of a pre-New Year's 
game: two high-end teams. Plus, Dennis Erickson 
could always announce at halftime that he’s taking 
a new job. 


FRIDAY, DECEMBER 28 


Boston College (10-3) vs. Michigan State (7-5) 
5 p.m., ESPN, at Orlando 

Eagles quarterback Matt Ryan, once a Heisman 
contender, has fallen out of sight, but you can still 
watch to see if coach Jeff Jagodzinski can match 
Tom O'Brien’s bowl excellence. 


TCU (7-5) vs. Houston (8-4) 
8 p.m., NFL Network, at Houston 

We don’t know much in this crazy world, but we 
can guaran-dang-tee there'll be at least a dozen 
new signups for the NFL Network in the great state 
of Texas. 


Maryland (6-6) vs. Oregon State (8-4) 
8:30 p.m., ESPN, at San Francisco 

The Beavers—who played as well as any team in 
the Pac-10 the last two months of the season— 
can’t be very pleased with this assignment. 


it's about time 
UCF’s Smith got 
pitti of the 


SATURDAY, DECEMBER 29 


Connecticut (9-3) vs. Wake Forest (8-4) 
1 p.m., ESPN, at Charlotte 

Maybe it’s the tiny lettering on their jerseys, but 
the Huskies still aren’t taken seriously by anyone. 
Of course, the Deacs know a thing or two about 
that. 


Mississippi State (7-5) vs. UCF (10-3) 
4:30 p.m., ESPN, at Memphis 

McFadden, McShmadden—you're nuts if you 
don’t watch UCF’s Kevin Smith, who should hit 
2,500 rushing yards (he needs 52) round about 
the second quarter. 


Penn State (8-4) vs. Texas A&M (7-5) 
8 p.m., ESPN, at San Antonio 

One team has an interim coach who already 
knows he won't get the full-time job. The other 
team has Joe Paterno. Tough call on who gets the 
coaching stability edge. 


SUNDAY, DECEMBER 30 


Colorado (6-6) vs. Alabama (6-6) 
8 p.m., ESPN, at Shreveport, La. 

There’s something about the threat of Nick 
Saban finishing below .500 that makes an 
otherwise utterly irrelevant game mildly interesting. 
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MONDAY, DECEMBER 31 


Armed Forces ** 
California (6-6) vs. Air Force (9-3) 
12:30 p.m., ESPN, at Fort Worth, Texas 

Not that we can be sure, but doesn’t it seem 
the Bears completely quit on this season? Given 
their talent edge, a loss here would be proof. 


Sun o* 
South Florida (9-3) vs. Oregon (8-4) 
2 p.m., CBS, at El Paso, Texas 

Not so long ago, we'd have been gullible 
enough to believe a South Florida-Oregon 
matchup could only happen in a BCS game. 


Humanitarian * 

Fresno State (8-4) vs. Georgia Tech (7-5) 

2 p.m., ESPN2, at Boise, Idaho 
Considering only Boise State knows how to 

win on the blue turf, don’t be surprised when 

this one somehow ends in a tie. 


Music City %o& 
Florida State (7-5) vs. Kentucky (7-5) 
4 p.m., ESPN, at Nashville 

The Wildcats are nothing to sneeze at, but 
losing to them still would go down as yet 
another indignity for the Seminoles. 


Insight *>* 
Indiana (7-5) vs. Oklahoma State (6-6) 
6 p.m., NFL Network, at Tempe, Ariz. 

Bill Lynch, you've done Terry Hoeppner mighty 
proud. But this bowl appearance makes it 
Official: Indiana is your program now. 


Chick-fil-A tok 
Clemson (9-3) vs. Auburn (8-4) 
7:30 p.m., ESPN, at Atlanta 

We don't like to make promises we can’t keep, 
and this, ladies and gentlemen, is a promise you 
can take straight to the bank: Tigers win. 


TUESDAY, JANUARY 1 
Outback ”A* 


Wisconsin (9-3) vs. Tennessee (9-4) 
11 a.m., ESPN, at Tampa 

Another chance for the Badgers to flex their 
muscles against the supposedly superior SEC. 
Can the Vols do what Arkansas (2006) and 
Auburn ('05) couldn't? 


Cotton *”AA 
Missouri (11-2) vs. Arkansas (8-4) 
11:30 a.m., FOX, at Dallas 

The Tigers’ fall from No. 1 to non-BCS game 
was a tough break, but we're OK with it—-Chase 
Daniel plus Darren McFadden equals as fun a 
show as we could ask for. 
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Capital One *AAX 
Michigan (8-4) vs. Florida (9-3) 
1 p.m., ABC, at Orlando 

Put Heisman winner Tim Tebow in the mix with 
Lloyd Carr’s swan song and, yeah, you can go 
ahead and toss out the bitterly disappointing 


Gator *>* 
Virginia (9-3) vs. Texas Tech (8-4) 
1 p.m., CBS, at Jacksonville (3) 

The patient Cavaliers try to buckle down and 
win games late; the Red Raiders want to win 
every game by knockout. It’s one of the toughest 
games to predict. 


SATURDAY, JANUARY 5 


International * 
Rutgers (7-5) vs. Ball State (7-5) 
Noon, ESPN, at Toronto 

The Golden Horseshoe is a lot like Muncie, Ind., 
only bigger, more culturally diverse and—sadly— 
completely uninterested in college football. 


SUNDAY, JANUARY 6 


GMAC *&* 
Tulsa (9-4) vs. Bowling Green (8-4) 
8 p.m., ESPN, at Mobile, Ala. 
Now hear this: One team—in all of college 
football—amassed 7,000 yards of offense this 


records. 


season. That team: Tulsa. So now you care. 


EXPERTS’ PICKS 


BCS championship 
Rose 

Sugar 

Fiesta 

Orange 
Poinsettia 

New Orleans 
PapaJohns.com 
New Mexico 
Las Vegas 
Hawaii 

Motor City 
Holiday 
Champs Sports 
Texas 

Emerald 
Meineke Car Care 
Liberty 

Alamo 
Independence 
Armed Forces 
Sun 
Humanitarian 
Music City 
Insight 
Chick-fil-A 
Outback 
Cotton 

Capital One 
Gator 
International 
GMAC 


Matt Hayes 

Ohio State 23, LSU 21 

USC 33, Illinois 16 

Hawaii 41, Georgia 38 
Oklahoma 31, West Virginia 24 
Kansas 16, Virginia Tech 14 
Utah 40, Navy 24 

Memphis 29, Florida Atlantic 27 
Cincinnati 34, Southern Miss 14 
New Mexico 24, Nevada 23 

BYU 24, UCLA 10 

Boise State 31, East Carolina 21 
Purdue 36, Central Michigan 31 
Arizona State 37, Texas 27 
Boston College 23, Michigan State 16 
TCU 27, Houston 16 

Oregon State 31, Maryland 17 
Wake Forest 21, Connecticut 20 
UCF 27, Mississippi State 23 
Penn State 26, Texas A&M 17 
Colorado 19, Alabama 17 
California 34, Air Force 20 
South Florida 28, Oregon 14 
Fresno State 23, Georgia Tech 20 
Kentucky 30, Florida State 20 
Indiana 27, Oklahoma State 26 
Auburn 24, Clemson 21 
Wisconsin 30, Tennessee 23 
Missouri 41, Arkansas 24 
Florida 33, Michigan 28 

Texas Tech 31, Virginia 17 
Rutgers 40, Ball State 20 

Tulsa 28, Bowling Green 17 


Tom Dienhart 

LSU, 24-17 

USC, 31-14 

Hawaii, 33-31 

West Virginia, 28-27 
Virginia Tech, 29-21 
Navy, 28-24 

Florida Atlantic, 34-27 
Cincinnati, 38-28 
Nevada, 27-20 

BYU, 23-17 

Boise State, 35-24 
Purdue, 30-28 
Arizona State, 32-31 
Boston College, 37-28 
TCU, 19-17 

Maryland, 24-21 
Wake Forest, 23-16 
Mississippi State, 26-24 
Texas A&M, 28-27 
Colorado, 30-24 

Air Force, 34-31 
South Florida, 29-17 
Fresno State, 32-21 
Florida State, 34-24 
Oklahoma State, 44-31 
Clemson, 24-21 
Wisconsin, 29-27 
Missouri, 31-28 
Florida, 27-23 
Virginia, 28-23 
Rutgers, 34-23 

Tulsa, 30-27 
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Hawaii Twelve-0 


Forced to build their program differently than the traditional 
powers, the Warriors head to the BCS party with a record 
the big boys can’t match By Chadd Cripe 


n 1999, June Jones took over a Hawaii football 
program that had lost 18 consecutive games. 
The program seemed more distant from big- 
time college football than it did from its near- 
est mainland competitors. 

Jones, howeyer, had a plan to bridge both gaps 
—by building an identity, a brand, that high school 
players and college fans would instantly recognize. 
That day has come. Hawaii is the only undefeated 
team left standing in the NCAAs Football Bowl 
Subdivision. 

The 12-0 Warriors, ranked No. 10 in both the 
BCS standings and the Associated Press poll, will 
face 10-2 Georgia (No. 5 in the BCS, fourth in the 
AP) in the Sugar Bowl on January 1. Its Hawaii's 
first BCS appearance and its first bowl on the 
mainland since the 1992 Holiday Bowl. The 
Hawaii program—completely transformed in 
nine seasons under Jones—has won 22 of its past 
23 games. 

“We really had a vision to change who we are 
—we changed our name (from Rainbows or Rain- 
bow Warriors to just Warriors), changed our col- 
ors (from basic green and white to a modern black, 
green, silver and white);’ Jones says. “We went in 
and marketed everything differently. ... Now we 
have a tradition of winning. To see the kids buy 
into all that has been tremendous for me” 

The rebuilding started with Jones’ offense—the 
run-and-shoot. The pass-happy scheme neutral- 
ized the Warriors’ talent deficit and attracted the 
TV and media exposure that Jones considered 
critical to Hawaii’ recruiting. (The school spends 
only $60,000 on recruiting each year.) 

Jones and his coaches then began digging 
through the raw, often-untapped talent of the 
Pacific Islands and grabbed some mainland cast- 
offs along the way. They built a pipeline of Samoan 
offensive linemen and latched onto players like 
linebacker Adam Leonard, who was bypassed by 
Pac-10 schools after he suffered a knee injury in 
high school. And they welcomed quarterback Colt 
Brennan (who has set a major-college record with 
131 career touchdown passes) and wideout 
Davone Bess (41 career TD catches) after scrapes 
with the law. 

“We've had to do it differently; says Jones, 
whose resourceful Warriors have won two games 
in overtime this year and one on a must-make 
field goal. 


Jones’ efforts have turned the Warriors into a 
Hawaiian icon. Aloha Stadium was packed and 
shaking for the team’s last two games—a win over 
Boise State that wrapped up the first outright 
Western Athletic Conference title in school his- 
tory and a comeback victory over Washington 
that sealed the undefeated regular season. 

“This season has become bigger than just our 
football team; Brennan says. “It captivated our 
state” 

So now the Warriors will try to follow in the 
footsteps of rival Boise State, which won over the 
nation last January 1 by upending Oklahoma in a 
Fiesta Bowl overtime thriller. 
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A pro scout says ... 


This isn’t much different than last year's 
Boise State-Oklahoma game. OU wanted to 
get physical and run the ball to wear down 
Boise but couldn’t because Boise was selling 
out against the run. That’s what Hawaii has to 
do. If Hawaii can get up early, it changes 
everything. It changes the way the game is 
called offensively for Georgia, it changes 
strategy, it changes confidence on both sides. 

In a perfect world, Georgia uses running 
backs Knowshon Moreno and Thomas Brown 
and grinds away to keep the Hawaii offense 
off the field. But it’s going to take Georgia— 
which doesn’t cover well in the back 
seven—time to adjust to the accurate Hawaii 
passing game. I'm telling you, June Jones will 
find a way to protect Colt Brennan. 


Brennan and the Warriors hope to be celebrating again after taking on Georgia. 


Like Boise State, Hawaii will take on a college 
football blueblood. Also like the Broncos, the War- 
riors will attempt to make as big of a bowl impact 
as possible for a team from a non-BCS confer- 
ence. 

“We've heard it all this year—we've fought 
through a lot of negative criticism; Brennan says. 
“We really want to make a statement and get some 
respect.” SN 


Like WAC rival Boise State 
did last January, the Sugar 
Bowl-bound Warriors will 
take on a college football 
blueblood. 
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ACC 


SLEEPER SPOTLIGHT 
Virginia 
Record last season: 5-7 Last bow! season: 2005 


osition changes are an old hat for Virginia sophomore 
Mikell Simpson. 

When he was a pint-size lad of 6, he was a peewee 
football running back. Or so he thought. “I was the 
littlest guy out there, and one day my coach put me in 

at nose tackle,’ Simpson says. “Somebody had got hurt, and I 
guess I was the closest guy to him?” 

Virginia coaches puta little more thought into their decision 
to make their tailback-turned-wideout into a wideout-turned- 
tailback before playing at Maryland on October 20, but they 
didn’t give Simpson much more in the way of notice. A few 
hours before the game, Simpson was pulled aside after a team 
meeting and told he would be used heavily at running back. 

Simpson, who had been in the game for only one play the 
week before against Connecticut, carried the ball 16 times for 
119 yards and caught 13 passes for 152 yards. He scored both of 
the Cavaliers’ touchdowns, including a 1-yard dive with 16 sec- 
onds left to give them an 18-17 victory. 

This is a team used to nail-biting victories. Behind a stingy 
defense that is led by standout senior end Chris Long, Virginia 
has won five—five—times by one or two points. 

“Our confidence grows when the games tight,’ says Simp- 
son, who has totaled 744 rushing and receiving yards and eight 
touchdowns in the past five games. “You've won so many like 
that, and you feel like, ‘OK, we've been in that position before’ 
We understand what we need to do, and we get it done” 

Not exactly comforting words for Texas Tech, the Cavs’ 
opponent in the Gator Bowl. —Ryan Fagan 


Matt Hayes’ 


Most overlooked bit of coaching brilliance: Virginia 
Tech quarterbacks coach Mike O'Cain. The former N.C. 
State coach got dynamic freshman Tyrod Taylor ready 
to play in a key stretch of games when Sean Glennon 
was struggling, all while keeping Glennon's head 
straight as he sat on the bench. 


Never has a meaningless bowl been so important to a 
team’s psyche. Florida State must beat Kentucky in 
the Music City Bowl or the Seminoles—after all the 
offseason coaching changes and hype—will lose six 
games for the second straight season. That's not 
change; that's a trend. 


If Clemson and Auburn switched uniforms before the 
Chick-fil-A Bowl, would anyone notice? 


I've got a gut feeling that the ACC won't win a bowl 
game. 
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The versatile Simpson 
has given the Cavs’ offense 
a jolt since taking on a 
larger role. 


Conference Call 


\ 
a» THE GAMES 


Boston College vs. 
"79 Michigan State 
ty NFL scouts will be watching quarterback 
>) Matt Ryan in his BC finale. 


Th 

4 +. Maryland vs. Oregon State 

a The Terps probably need Chris Turner to 
throw for 300 yards to have a chance. 


Wake Forest vs. 


Connecticut 
Riley Skinner, Wake’s Mr. Efficiency, is 
completing 71.9 percent of his passes. 


Georgia Tech vs. 
Fresno State 
Give it to Tashard Choice, Tech. Many 


a times. 

Florida State vs. Kentucky 
Time for Bobby Bowden to start earning 
that one-year extension. 


j. 


Clemson vs. Auburn 
Time for Tommy Bowden to start earning 
that four-year extension. 


Virginia vs. Texas Tech 
How to win? Double Tech's Michael 
Crabtree and turn loose Chris Long. 
Virginia Tech vs. Kansas 
Todd Reesing, meet Tech’s Vince Hall 
and Chris Ellis. Up close. 


BEST BETS 
Virginia vs. Texas Tech 


Boston College's Matt Ryan 
vs. Michigan State’s Brian Hoyer 


Virginia over 
Texas Tech 
Virginia Tech 
over Kansas 
Clemson's Tommy 
Bowden vs. Auburn's Tommy Tuberville 
Boston College 
vs. Michigan State 
Texas Tech vs. 
Virginia 
aes a et Georgia Tech vs. Fresno 
= i Nee State 


ay 


oe a : in N.C, State 
“Sad OY ai ™ 
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BIG EAST 


SLEEPER SPOTLIGHT 


Record last season: 4-8 Last bow! season: 2004 


ine seasons ago, UConn won 10 games 

for the only time in school history and 

advanced to the Division I-AA quar- 

terfinals. The Huskies have a chance 

to duplicate that victory total, but it’s 
in a setting far from the rational realm ofa play- 
off bracket—the 9-3 Huskies will play Wake 
Forest in the Meineke Car Care Bowl on 
December 29. 

Coach Randy Edsall—a hot name on the 
coaching carousel until he recently announced 
he was staying put—took over the program in 
1999, its final year in I-AA. Ever since it has been 
upward and onward, albeit gradually at times. 
Edsall stresses a team-first concept, and this 
year’s squad has followed his lead. 

“Its not a team of superstars or anything? 
Edsall says, “but it’s a team that everybody really 
bought into contributing however they could?” 


Conference Call 
THE GAMES 


Cincinnati vs. Southern Miss 
This could be the last time Bearcats coach Brian Kelly 


shows up this early in the bowl lineup. 


Connecticut vs. Wake Forest 
The Huskies win—if they win the field-position battle. 


South Florida vs. Oregon 


Watch Bulls end George Selvie live in Oregon's backfield. 


West Virginia vs. Oklahoma 


WVU can’t win without a big game from Steve Slaton. 


Rutgers vs. Ball State 


You'll see plenty of Ray Rice—Ball State is horrible 


against the run. 


BEST BETS 
West Virginia vs. Oklahoma 


Oregon 


West Virginia's Pat White vs. Oklahoma’s 


Sam Bradford 


t: Cincinnati over Southern Miss 
UConn’s Randy Edsall vs. Wake 


Forest's Jim Grobe 


t: Rutgers vs. Ball State 
West Virginia vs. Oklahoma (kidding ... ) 


Louisville 
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South Florida vs. 


Junior quarterback Tyler Lorenzen is one such 
player. He excels at his primary job of protecting 
the football—he has thrown only five intercep- 
tions—and has good poise and composure in the 
pocket. Lorenzen makes enough plays with his 
arm and feet that defenses have to respect him, 
and the Huskies also feature a consistent 1-2 
running punch in Andre Dixon (809 rushing 
yards) and Donald Brown (749 yards). 

The defense held each of its first nine oppo- 
nents to fewer than 20 points, but what most 
football fans remember about this unit is that 
West Virginia dropped 66 points—42 in the sec- 
ond half—on it in UConn’ regular-season finale. 
“One half of football doesn't define your whole 
season,’ Edsall says. “The thing is, we've had a 
good season and were going to get the opportu- 
nity to play one more game?” 

With one more shot at win No. 10. —R.E 
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In this upside down college 

football season, Brown and the 

Huskies have methodically 
churned out wins. 


Rutgers was dreaming of playing 
in January but not in the 
International Bow! against Ball 
State. At least the Scarlet Knights 
didn't fall as far as Louisville, 
which missed the postseason for 
the first time since 1997. 


Dont be shocked if the Big East 
replicates its 5-O bowl record from 
last season. Remember a few years 
ago when there was talk of pulling 
the Big East's automatic BCS 


berth? Yeah, crazy. 


South Florida, which was ranked 
as high as No. 2 in the nation 
this season, deserved better 
than a trip to the Sun Bowl to 
play Oregon. Let's hope the Bulls 
take out their frustrations on the 


reeling Ducks. 


Anyone else wonder how 
formidable the Big East would be 
in this postseason if it hadn't 
lost Virginia Tech and Boston 
College, which played in the ACC 
championship game? 
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, _his senior season or jump to the NFL. A running back will 


16 touchdowns and averaging 6.2 yards | per carry. 


Record last season: 2-10 Last bowl season: 2001 


pair of pointless drives catapulted the Illini’s season 
from good to great. 

Pointless as in drives without points, not drives 
without an objective. The goal—to chew up as much 
of the clock as possible—was clear, and it was exe- 

cuted to perfection against top-ranked Ohio State. On those 
two possessions, coach Ron Zook’s squad held the ball for 
13:46 of the fourth quarter, including a 16-play drive that ate 
up the final 8:09, which sealed the Illini’s 28-21 victory at the 
famed Horseshoe on November 10. 

“We kept chopping away, 3 or 4 yards at a time,’ Illinois 
running back Rashard Mendenhall says. “I was just going 
play after play, and then the coaches called victory. I looked 
up and thought, “This game is done: ” 

It doesn't seem fair that a team with so many exciting 
players—Mendenhall, quarterback Juice Williams and wide 
receiver Arrelious Benn, to name a few—can pull off the 
methodical as well as it did against Ohio State. The Illini will 
need a good mix of the mundane and the explosive in the 
Rose Bowl when they take on a USC team that many experts 
think is playing as well as anyone in the country. 

The big question on the minds of many Illinois fans— 


other than, Can we beat the Trojans?—is whether Menden- 


hall, the Big Ten offensive player of the year, will return for 
nd of decision after rus 


The thought has crossed his mind. “A little bit,” Menden- 
hall says, “but I'm waiting for the season to end so I can 
weigh everything” 

Until then, the Trojans are plenty to worry about. —R.E 


Mendenhall is a big reason the Illini can grind 
out yards as well as hit the home run. 


ALBERT DICKSON / SN 


Conference Call 
THE GAMES 


Purdue vs. Central Michigan 
Even if you think this rematch stinks, watch CMU’s 
Dan LeFevour (3,360 passing, 1,008 rushing). 


Michigan State vs. Boston College 
ane running backs Javon Ringer and Jehuu 
Caulcrick have rushed for 2,159 yards and 27 
touchdowns combined. 


Penn State vs. Texas A&M 
The Lions need three seniors to go out big: Anthony 
Morelli, Rodney Kinlaw and Dan Connor. 


Indiana vs. Oklahoma State 
Can Hoosiers quarterback Kellen Lewis be the 
equalizer for State’s seventh-ranked running game? 


Wisconsin vs. Tennessee 
The Badgers will get in Erik Ainge’s face. Just watch. 


I : Michigan vs. Florida 
if Chad Henne and Mike Hart are healthy ... 


s: Illinois vs. USC 
We're not saying Juice Williams is Vince Young, but 
he could cause problems for USC's defense. 


Ohio State vs. LSU 
If Chris Wells goes for 100, it will get interesting. 


BEST BETS 
: Michigan vs. Florida 


le: Illinois’ Juice Williams vs. USC’s John 
David Booty 


: Wisconsin over Tennessee 
Oklahoma State over Indiana 


Michigan's Lloyd Carr vs. 
Florida’s Urban Meyer 


: Indiana vs. Oklahoma State 


fense Michigan State vs. Boston 
College 
Purdue vs. Central Michigan 
Northwestern 


Tom Dienharts | 

| There is no better story than Indiana's return 
to bowl action for the first time since 1993. 
Terry Hoeppner used to preach that the 
Hoosiers were going to “play 13” games. He 

| died before the season, but IU fulfilled his 

| dream. Indiana's Insight Bowl matchup with 

Oklahoma State figures to be an entertaining 

game between two dynamic offenses. 


Awin over Boston College in the Champs 
Sports Bowl would stamp Michigan State as 
a team to watch in 2008. In his debut 
season, Mark Dantonio has the Spartans in a 
bowl for the first time since 2003. 


After starting 7-2 and losing its last three 
games, Purdue doesn't belong in a bowl. 
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SLEEPER SPOTLIGHT 


Record last season: 6-6 Last bowl season: 2005 


ark Mangino calls the Jayhawks’ invitation to the 
Orange Bowl “fitting” The Jayhawks were bowl- 
eligible at 6-6 last season but were jilted and spent 
the holidays thinking about Christmas gifts instead 
of game-planning for one final contest. This sea- 
son, even though Kansas ranked behind conference rival Mis- 
souri in the final BCS poll, the Orange Bowl picked Manginos 
11-1 Jayhawks as the Big 12's second BCS representative. 

See, fitting. 

Lew Perkins, KU’s athletic director, celebrated by throwing 
out oranges to the Jayhawks seniors as they heard the 
announcement. 

“It’s been a journey here for my five years,’ fifth-year senior 
running back Brandon McAnderson said at the Orange Bowl 
press conference. “As a team we've grown, and as a program 
weve grown. The opportunity in front of us is huge.’ 

The time for celebration didn't last long, though, with finals 
rapidly approaching and that little problem of trying to pre- 
pare for a red-hot Virginia Tech squad and the school’ first 
BCS game. 

McAnderson has been the power behind the Jayhawks’ 
offense, rushing for 1,050 yards and 16 touchdowns, but the 
development of sophomore quarterback Todd Reesing is what 
pushed Kansas into the national spotlight. Reesing, all 5-10 of 
him, threw darts all over the field this fall and finished the 
regular season with 3,259 yards and 32 touchdown passes. 

He played just three games as a backup last season before 
wrestling the starting job away from Kerry Meier in August. 
“To go from not getting a bowl game last year and having 
some disappointing losses to go into the second-latest (BCS) 
bowl game was a pretty big turnaround,’ Reesing said. 

Some would call it fitting. —R.F 


Missouri, meet California, circa 2004. Those Bears 
whined about not being invited to a BCS game, then 
got drilled by an average Texas Tech team. Up next for 
Mizzou: an average Arkansas team. 


There are two ways to look at the suddenly stale Texas 
program: Vince Young was the best college football 
player since Herschel Walker, or coach Mack Brown 
needs to shake up his comfy coaching staff. Perhaps it's 


I'm a big Bob Stoops fan, but unless Oklahoma stops a 
disturbing trend, he’s going to get a reputation as a guy 
who can't win big games outside the Big 12. If the 
Sooners lose to West Virginia in the Fiesta Bowl, they'll 
be 0-4 in their past four BCS games. 
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ALBERT DICKSON / SN 


McAnderson says the Jayhawks 
have grown. So have the holes 
he’s running through. 


Conference Call 
THE GAMES 


Texas vs. Arizona State 
Keep it simple, Texas: Hand it or throw it to 
Jamaal Charles and ride him to victory. 


»: Texas A&M vs. Penn State 
Does new A&M coach Mike Sherman get one 
of those newsletters? 


) Colorado vs. Alabama 
if this one comes down to a kick, we like the 
Buffs’ Kevin Eberhart. 


t: Oklahoma State vs. Indiana 
Good news for the Cowboys: Star wideout 
Adarius Bowman will be back for this one. 


Missouri vs. Arkansas 
The Tigers will rebound in the state of Texas 
because Arkansas won't get consistent 
pressure on Chase Daniel. 


: Texas Tech vs. Virginia 
Tech’s offense is more than Graham Harrell to 
Michael Crabtree—but that’s a big 1-2 punch. 


ta: Oklahoma vs. West Virginia 
Count on this: Sooners linebacker Curtis 
Lofton will have Pat White’s number. 


ge: Kansas vs. Virginia Tech 
Somehow, the Jayhawks’ offensive line has to 
give Todd Reesing time to throw. The Hokies 
have given up a few big pass plays. 


BEST BETS 
Oklahoma vs. West Virginia 


( tle: Missouri's Chase 
Daniel vs. “Arkansas’ Darren McFadden 


ig nz : Colorado vs. 
Alabama 
Virginia over Texas Tech 


y; Oklahoma's Bob Stoops 
vs. West igi’ s Rich Rodriguez 


t: Missouri vs. Arkansas 
Texas Tech vs. Virginia 
Oklahoma State vs. Indiana 
Nebraska 


12/17/07. 


47 


Don't expect Oregon to stop the bleeding by 
beating South Florida in the Sun Bowl. 
Quarterback Dennis Dixon suffered a 
season-ending knee injury in a loss at 
Arizona, and the Ducks went on to lose their 
next two games, too. 


Cal has no business being in the postseason. 
The Golden Bears ruined a 5-0 start by losing 
six of their last seven games. Look for the 
reeling to continue against Air Force in the 
Armed Forces Bowl. 


With Karl Dorrell canned, UCLA defensive 
coordinator DeWayne Walker will be 
auditioning for the job when he coaches the 
Bruins in the Las Vegas Bowl. If Walker leads 
them past BYU, he should get it. 


Carpenter has helped guide the 
Sun Devils to a heavenly turnaround. 


SLEEPER SPOTLIGHT 


Arizona State 


Record last season: 7-6 Last bow! season: 2006 


othing that happened in the Pac-10 this year rattled the 
shock-o-meter as much as 41 -point underdog Stanford beating 
USC on an unforgettable evening in early October. 

But in just about any other year, Arizona State’s surprising 
success would have topped the list. The 2006 Sun Devils lost six 
of their last 10 games—the average margin of those defeats was 22 
points—got drilled in their bowl game and got rid of their coach. But 
under new coach Dennis Erickson, Arizona State won eight straight to 
start this season and reached as high as No. 4 in the BCS standings. A 
hard-fought 20-17 victory over rival Arizona capped an unforgettable 
regular season. 

“Tm so proud of what they've done since I came here} Erickson told 
reporters. “For them to do what we ask and to end up 10-2, sharing the 
Pac-10 championship, it's an amazing accomplishment,” 

Not long ago, Erickson had been fired for the second time from his job 
as an NEL head coach. Now, he’ the Pac-10 coach of the year and has a 
date with Texas in the Holiday Bowl. To beat the Longhorns, the Sun 
Devils need more of what got them there. They need senior linebacker 
Robert James to keep piling up tackles (he has 99). They need freshman 
kicker Thomas Weber to keep drilling field goals (he has made 22 of 23). 
They need junior quarterback Rudy Carpenter to keep up his productive, 
efficient ways (3,015 yards, 23 touchdowns and only eight interceptions). 

‘The game against Arizona was vintage Carpenter—247 passing yards 
and two touchdown throws in a come-from-behind win. “It just shows 
we have guys who are very resilient and who have a lot of heart,’ he said 
after that game. 

Guys who are a reflection of their coach—someone who knows a thing 
or two about resiliency. —R.E 


Conference Call 


THE GAMES BEST BETS 


Las Vegas: UCLA vs. BYU Matchup: Arizona State vs. Texas 


UCLA's goals: Have Chris Markey QB battle: USC’s John David 
run it; stop BYU's Max Hall from Booty vs. Illinois’ Juice Williams 


throwing it. = bial a 
Holiday: Arizona State vs. Texas Sar eanRrure mrss AIT force 
ASU has given up 51 sacks—and 

Rudy Carpenter is still alive. ee for a blowout: BYU over 
Emerald: Oregon State vs. Maryland ee . 

The Beavers are crossing their Coaching matchup: Arizona 
fingers that Yvenson Bernard State’s Dennis Erickson vs. Texas’ 
(knee) will be ready to go. Mack Brown 

Armed Forces: Cal vs. Air Force Chance for a shootout: USC vs. 
The Bears need DeSean Jackson Illinois 


healthy to have a chance. 


Sun: Oregon vs. South Florida 
If Jonathan Stewart can’t run it, 
the Ducks will be in trouble. 


Rose: USC vs. Illinois 

Who'll crush the Illini’s feel-good 
story? Sedrick Ellis, Lawrence 
Jackson and friends. 


Bowl to miss: California vs. Air 
Force 


Wait ’til next year: Arizona 
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SLEEPER SPOTLIGHT 


Mississippi State’ 


Record last season: 3-9 Last bowl season: 2000 


ong the doormat of the SEC, Mississippi 
State finished with a .500 league record in 
arguably the toughest conference in the 
country. 

Coach Sylvester Croom’s team is headed 
for the Liberty Bowl in Memphis for the Bulldogs’ 
first postseason appearance since the 2000 season. 
This also is the first time since then that Mississippi 
State (7-5) has won more than three games. 

This season has been a big step in a massive 
rebuilding job by Croom, who took over a mori- 
bund program in 2004. 

“Outside of wins and the football aspect, he really 
showed he was trying to get things in line academi- 
cally? says freshman quarterback Wesley Carroll, a 
big part of the revitalization. “He wasn't bringing in 
people just to play football; he was bringing in peo- 
ple to turn a program around? 

The defense, led by senior wrecking ball end Titus 
Brown, held four conference rivals—Auburn, Ken- 
tucky, Alabama and Ole Miss—to 14 points or fewer. 
The Bulldogs won all four games. 

The offense is led by running back Anthony 
Dixon, who has rushed for 980 yards and 13 touch- 
downs. Carroll, who was pressed into action early in 
the season, has displayed uncommon poise for a 
freshman. He didn't throw an interception in his 
first 137 attempts, one short of the NCAA record to 
begin a career, and he learned to adjust to the speed 
of the SEC game. 

“Tts just not rushing some throws and just setting 
my feet on rollouts,’ he says. “One thing I worked on 
more toward the end of the season was knowing 
that running and picking up 5 or 6 yards is just as 
good as a completion. As long as we're advaneing 
the ball, that’s really all that matters.” * 

The winning matters, too. And Carroll na the 
Bees are getting pr 


Conference Call 
THE GAMES 


Mississippi State vs. UCF 
The Bulldogs are really good against the pass. 
Uh-oh. UCF is the nation’s ninth-best running team. 


Carroll would rather take to the ground 
than force a bad pass. 


*ndence: Alabama vs. Colorado 
If John Parker Wilson gets time to throw—a big 
ifthe Tide should avoid more embarrassment. 


: Kentucky vs. Florida State 
The Wildcats have won once since beating LSU in 
mid-October. Andre’ Woodson gives them hope. 


Auburn vs. Clemson 
Clemson has been vulnerable to the run at times. 
So why not let Brad Lester go to work? 


Tennessee vs. Wisconsin 
This is Erik Ainge’s last chance to play well in a big 
game. OK, maybe “big game” is a bit of a stretch. 


Arkansas vs. Missouri 
What does Darren McFadden have planned for 
what almost certainly will be his final college 
game? 


e: Florida vs. Michigan 
The Wolverines already are having nightmares 
about chasing—and not catching—Percy Harvin. 


Georgia vs. Hawaii 
America, meet running back Knowshon Moreno. 


LSU vs. Ohio State 
Please, no overtime. Please, no overtime. Please, 
no overtime. 


BEST BETS 


LSU vs. Ohio State 


D Georgia's Matthew Stafford vs. Hawaii's 
Colt Brennan 


Arkansas over Missouri 
t: Florida over Michigan 


p Florida’s Urban Meyer vs. 
Michigan's Lloyd Carr 


Georgia vs. Hawaii 
UCF vs. Mississippi State 
: Alabama vs. Colorado 
: South Carolina 


JIM COWSERT/ICONSMI 


Matt Haye! j 
= Dreads | 


Georgia has had a nice ? Remember that impromp- ©: I'mnot saying this is an 
it Where didthis : tulaparoundScottField | : important game for Nick 
i for Sly Croom? Well, : Saban, but another loss 
Mississippi State better : would give the Tide the 
not get fatand happy and : same 6-7 record they 
: cruise through the Liberty : finished with last season. 
idnt implode inthe past : Bowlinneutral.UCFisnot : Not exactly the best way 
six weeks. They melted : only goodenoughtobeat : tospend 32 million 
down often during the : State, but Kevin Smith will : clams. 
first six. ? bethebestrunningback 
the Bulldogs have 
seen—including some guy 
named McFadden. 
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NFL 


Why will the Patriots go 16-0? 
Because they can. 


There’s no 
stopping 
them now 


By Ryan Fagan 


tfagan @ sportingnews.com 


ring on the Giants. 

After watching the 13-0 Patriots dis- 

sect the Steelers, its hard to imagine the 

lowly Jets or winless Dolphins barging 

into Gillette Stadium the next two weeks 

and giving this team anything other than a light 

workout. The Giants, in Week 17, look to be the 

only team remotely capable of stopping Bill 

Belichicks crew from crafting a perfect regular 
season. 

Pittsburgh had far and away the league's best 
defense coming into the game, and Tom Brady 
shredded it to the tune of 399 yards passing, Bal- 
ance? They don’t need no stinking balance. The 
Patriots called 34 consecutive pass plays at one 
point. Why? Because they could. And they merci- 
lessly picked on Anthony Smith, the second-year 
safety who made an ill-fated guarantee earlier in 
the week. Heck, the way these Patriots are playing, 
bring on the Super Bowl. Bring on the Pro Bowl. 
What would the Vegas line be if the Patriots played 
the NFC Pro Bowl team? Pats by a touchdown? 

You simply can’t bet against Brady right now. 
He has the arm, he has the intelligence, and he has 
the weapons—and that's not all. “He's much more 
the complete intangible quarterback than any- 
thing we've seen in the modern era,’ Rams coach 
Scott Linehan says. “I love the guy. Smashing face- 
masks with his linemen, patting 
them on the butt going up and 


The undefeated 


—— 


now. Finishing the regular season 16-0 would cer- 
tainly be unforgettable, but at the end of the day, 
every NFL player's goal is to win the Super Bowl, 
regardless of how many losses precede that. 

Sure, the Patriots can watch the Discovery 
Channel instead of ESPN or pick 
up Cat Fancy instead of the daily 


down the sideline. He brings all 
that—the expectation to win—to 


1972 Dolphins 


sports section, but it’s not that 
easy to escape the undefeated 


the table” 
The undefeated 1972 Dol- 


might as well 


questions. “The phone rings and 
text messages come across my 


phins might as well toss that 
famous champagne in the dump- 


toss that famous 


phone, so it's hard not to pay 
attention to what's going on,’ says 


ster, right? Not so fast there, 
Brady breath. 


champagne in the 


receiver Randy Moss. They're the 
fourth team since the NFL-AFL 


In the history of the league, 
only a handful of teams have had 


dumpster, right? 


merger to start the season 13-0, 
following the 1972 Dolphins, the 


to deal with pressure as intense— 


Not so fast there, 


98 Broncos and the ’05 Colts. 


and, at its very core, as irrele- 
vant—as the Patriots are facing 
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Brady breath. 


And there are only two ways the 
questions end—with a loss or a 


The Steelers had the misfortune of playing Brady and Co. after a couple of close Patriots wins. 


Super Bowl ring. “It becomes very consuming 
mentally and very tiring, exhausting mentally, 
when that’s all anybody wants to talk about,’ says 
ESPN's Mark Schlereth, a starting guard for the 98 
Broncos. 

That team lost Games 14 and 15, then rolled 
through the playoffs and smoked the Falcons in 
the Super Bowl. “I promise you this: As disap- 
pointing as it was in 1998 to go to the Meadow- 
lands and lose to the Giants” in Week 14, Schlereth 
says, ‘that disappointment was not nearly as strong 
of an emotion as was the relief I felt for not having 
to answer that question anymore. Not even close.’ 

These Patriots are not invincible, and they know 
it. “The last two weeks were a very humbling expe- 
rience for us, safety Rodney Harrison says, refer- 
ring to near-upsets by the Eagles and Ravens. Then 
the Steelers gave the rest of the NFL the blueprint 
for beating the Pats. They were flawless for the first 
nine minutes, pressuring New England to a three- 


WINSLOW TOWNSON / AP 


JOHN RUSSELL / AP 


and-out on the opening possession, then churning 
out a 15-play drive that ate up 8:14 of the clock. 
Hassle Brady, control the clock. Perfect, except ... 
“We had to settle for three points there;’ Steelers 
quarterback Ben Roethlisberger says, “and three 
points isn’t enough against this potent of a team? 

The Patriots scored touchdowns on their next 
two possessions and just like that were up 14-3. 
They never looked back. And maybe that’s why 
this is the team that will succeed where the Bron- 
cos and Colts failed. They've taken the body blows, 
the opponents’ best shots, and remained standing. 
Staggered, humbled, maybe, but standing—and 
ready to join the Dolphins in the ranks of the 
undefeated. 

But all in due time. “Belichick wouldn't dare let 
any of his players get ahead of themselves;’ Moss 
says. 

So, bring on the Jets. The Giants will get their 
turn soon enough. SN 


speedreads 


The Vikings clearly are the most 
dangerous dark-horse team in 
the NFC. Tarvaris Jackson had 
been the big question mark, but 
he's playing with confidence 
and the team is rolling. 


Prerrer terri rere rier tertrerrrrrrrterertrrrrtrrerirry 


Talk about your classic 
crapshoot teams—which club is 
harder to figure out, the 
Broncos or the Lions? Neither, 
though, is playoff-caliber. 
Speaking of the Lions—they can 
run the ball? Who knew? 

Do Philip Rivers and Eli 
Manning take their pocket 
tap-dance lessons from the 
same instructor? 

It has been anything but a 
smooth ride for Tennessee's 
LenDale White, but at this point 
he's a better NFL running back 
than his former USC teammate 
Reggie Bush. White has the 
power and speed to be a force 
in the league. 


(SS sexctusive 


For a glimpse of the weekend to come, 
read Clifton Brown's “Window to Week 15” 


on Friday at sportingnews.com. 


There is internal disagree- 
ment in Oakland about the 
best way to use rookie 
QB JaMarcus Russell. In an 
effort to insulate him from 
situations not conducive to 
success, coach Lane Kiffin is 


Will Joe Gibbs be back next 
season? The conventional 
wisdom is that with the 
Redskins struggling and the 
death of Sean Taylor, Gibbs 
will return to a life that gives 
him more time with his 


hesitant to use Russell in a 
starting role, in bad weather 
and on the road. Several coaches and front 
office people believe Kiffin should expose Rus- 
sell to all kinds of situations so that he can learn 
as much as possible. It's likely that Kiffin will use 
Russell more as the season winds down. > 
Colts WR Marvin Harrison (knee) might not 
return until the postseason. He has worked out 
with trainers and gone through limited team 
drills, but the medical staff is being cautious 
with his rehab. The team’s approach is similar to 
how it handled SS Bob Sanders in 2006. He 
missed 12 games with a knee injury, then 
returned for the playoffs and was one of the 
main reasons the Colts won the Super Bowl. > 


Tomlinson was sick of losing, so he spoke 
up. The Chargers haven’t lost since. 


family. But Gibbs has pride. 
He signed on to get the team 
back into Super Bowl contention, so don't be 
surprised if he stays at least one more season in 
an effort to accomplish that. > Some members 
of the Eagles’ organization think QB Donovan 
McNabb is a long shot to return next season, 
when he is scheduled to get a hefty salary 
increase. Opponents are sitting in zones against 
the Eagles, limiting McNabb’ trademark down- 
field strikes and forcing him to check down to 
intermediate passes. The team drafted Kevin 
Kolb in the second round last April, and some 
believe he'll start sooner rather than later. 
McNabbs next three games could be critical in 
terms of his future in Philadelphia. > Though 
Sean Payton’s name surfaced on 
Michigan's lengthy wish list of 
coaching candidates last week, 
he is unlikely to leaye for Ann 
Arbor or any other college desti- 
nation. He has no real ties to 
Michigan and is an NFL guy, 
having coached in the league for 
the past 11 years. Though this 
season has been a disappoint- 
ment, it appears Payton has the 
Saints on the right track. He has 
a terrific working relationship 
with G.M. Mickey Loomis, he 
has had significant input in the 
makeup of the current roster, 
and most of the key players are 
under contract for next year and 
beyond. > The Chargers trace 
their three-game winning streak 
to a team meeting in which 
RB LaDainian Tomlinson chal- 
lenged everyone to sacrifice one 
thing—time, partying or what- 
ever it took—and other veterans 
said it was up to them to finish 
strong. Tomlinson’s decision to 
step up was important because 
he had been visibly upset much 
of the season. Perhaps not coin- 
cidentally, his support for the 
current regime came the same 
week management indicated 
Norv Turner would return next year regardless 
of how the team finished. —SN correspondents 
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BRIAN BALDINGER 


Andrews is among the reasons Bengals fans 
should keep the faith. 


Break up the Bengals? Don’t even think about it 


When I worked the Cotton Bowl four years 
ago, several Mississippi coaches told me their best 
player was Stacy Andrews, an offensive lineman 
whose college career consisted of the five games 
he had played that season. So I wasn't all that sur- 
prised to hear Bengals coach Marvin Lewis say 
last week that Andrews, older brother of Eagles 
Pro Bowl guard Shawn Andrews, could be a great 
NEL right tackle. 

An injury to Willie Anderson is partly why 
Andrews switched from guard to right tackle and 
has started more games this season (11) than he 
did in his previous three seasons combined 
(three). But make no mistake: Andrews is Ander- 
son’s heir. He has the size (6-7, 342), long arms 
and physical style to be the cornerstone of the 
Bengals’ young line. He is the future. And the 
future, believe it or not, still looks bright for one 
of the NFLs most tortured franchises, even in the 
midst of an underachieving, injury-marred sea- 
son. 

‘There are those who would like to see the Ben- 
gals blow up their roster and start over. Not me. 
Not a team with this much talent. There are those 
who would like to see Lewis let go, Not me. I can’t 
blame Lewis for a slew of injuries on both sides of 
the ball. Andrews is one of many young players 


thrust into starting spots because of injuries. And 
the experience they are gaining will pay dividends 
next year. 

Take the Bengals’ secondary, for example. 
Three of their four starting defensive backs in 
their 19-10 win over St. Louis last Sunday were 
first- or second-year players. Already Lewis says 
he has seen marked improvement from rookie 
corner Leon Hall, who replaced veteran Deltha 
O'Neal five games ago and now starts opposite 
second-year pro Johnathan Joseph, who, like 
Hall, was a first-round draft pick. 

Even with four linebackers on injured reserve 
and the front four in need of another pass rusher, 
the defense is as good as I've seen it in Lewis’ five- 
year tenure. And everyone knows what the 
offense is capable of when workhorse back Rudi 
Johnson is truly healthy and can complement the 
league’s best wideout tandem of Chad Johnson 
and T.J. Houshmandzadeh. 

So patience, Bengals fans. There's no reason 
your team can't win the AFC North next year. 
With these players. And this coach. 


Brian Baldinger, an offensive lineman for 12 
NFL seasons, can be heard on Sporting News 
Radio. and seen on FOX Sports. Listen online at 


radio.sportingnews.com. 


SFCEARST 


BUFFALO BILLS RB Marshawn Lynch’s physical style and Fred 
Jackson’s slashing ability are perfect complements for a team 
that needs a reliable rushing attack to take pressure off rook- 
ie QB Trent Edwards. ... DE Anthony Hargrove has rewarded 
the team’s decision to stand by him during his off-field trou- 
bles. Though he is overaggressive at times, he has been a 
steady performer who adds quickness and energy to the line 
rotation. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: Despite his slender build, 
CB Jabari Greer (5-11, 180) is tough and physical in run sup- 
port. He is vulnerable against tall receivers but can be feisty 
in coverage. He reads pass plays well and makes quick breaks 
on the ball. Ifhe maintains a high level of play, he could nail 
down a starting role in 2008. —Allen Wilson 


MIAMI! DOLPHINS Newly signed RB Samkon Gado hasn't 
even gotten to know all of his teammates, but he’s starting 
already. He jumped past Patrick Cobbs on the depth chart 
because his size (5-10, 226) and frame make him more of a 
full-time back. Gado has solid instincts, but he lacks elite 
speed. ... The pressure to get a win is forcing the team to 
forsake long-range plans. QB John Beck was benched last 
week after eight snaps. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: SLB Joey 
Porter's play improved when the team limited his responsi- 
bilities and started allowing him to focus on blitzing out of 
the stand-up stance that made him a fierce pass rusher with 
the Steelers. All Porter has to do is beat the tight end or tack- 
le when he doesn't drop into coverage. —Jeff Darlington 
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> PIVOTAL PLAYER: 
Opponents have started to 
neutralize RB Leon 
Washington—the Jets’ top 
game-breaker—on kickoff 
returns, so the team needs 
to get him more involved on 
offense. He isn’t built for 
heavy duty but can be 
effective on direct snaps 
and shovel passes and 
even split wide to keep 
defenses off-balance. 


| {EW ENGLAND PATRIOTS CB Ellis Hobbs has taken a step 


back this year. Though he is known for having good ball 
skills, he has had trouble finishing plays. Too often, Hobbs 
has been closely trailing a receiver and hasn't made a play 
when the ball arrives. He has been particularly bad at mistim- 
ing his dives for the ball. ... The team has been soft at the 
second level and needs ILB Tedy Bruschi to step up and 
meet running backs at the line. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: 
CB Asante Samuel runs a drill in which he catches a tiny Nerf 
football fired at him from all angles. Catching the little ball 
requires peak concentration, which Samuel says improves his 
hands. He started doing the drill before last season, when he 
tied for the NFL lead with 10 interceptions. —John Tomase 


NEW YORK JETSTE Chris Baker might have the best hands 
among the team’s receivers, and he is adept at getting separa- 
tion at the top of his routes. The Jets think so highly of his 
one-on-one ability that they will throw fades to him in the 
end zone. ... Abram Elam’s emergence at free safety has al- 
lowed SS Kerry Rhodes to play closer to the line and blitz 
more often. Rhodes is back to being the playmaker he was 
last season. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: The Jets like having 
Brad Smith as their third wideout because he gives them 
flexibility on offense. A college quarterback, he occasionally 
takes the snap in the shotgun and runs the ball, hands off or 
pitches it. To make him more effective, the team should let 
him throw a pass once in a while. —J.P. Pelzman 
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More Parker, please 


Steelers feature back Willie Parker was a bright 
spot against the Patriots, running for 124 yards and 
picking up 7 or more yards on eight of his 21 
carries. He’s the most dynamic element of the 
Pittsburgh offense, but the Steelers struggled in the 
red zone in part because Parker touched the ball on 
only four of their 13 plays inside the Patriots’ 20. 
That won't cut it in the postseason. —Ryan Fagan 


BALTIMORE RAVENS Second-year SS Dawan Landry is a hard hitter and fierce competitor with good 
instincts. But until he makes some big plays and limits his mistakes, he needs to stop talking. He hasnt 
earned the right to talk trash with star receivers. ... LG Jason Brown is consistent. He’ not a prototypical 
guard but pulls well and has power off the snap. Brown is solid in protection and an even better run 
blocker. He also is versatile enough to play center. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: Look for Willis McGahee to 
be more of a feature back down the stretch. Health concerns limited him early in the season, but his 30 
carries for 138 yards against the Patriots changed the team’s mind-set. McGahee can be used as a pri- 
mary running threat and a receiver out of the backfield. —Mike Preston 


CINCINNATI! BENGALS Ss Dexter Jackson, who is being allowed 
to blitz more, forced a fumble and intercepted a pass against the 
Rams. Jackson's tackling has improved, and he’s reading his 
keys better. He has emerged as an enforcer. ... RB Rudi Johnson 
is exhibiting his old power and quickness. Hes at his best 
with a late lead, moving the chains with clock-killing efficiency. 
SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: WR Chad Johnson has altered his body 
language, which had tipped off opponents the ball was coming 
his way. Johnson would tug and adjust his gloves upon breaking 
the huddle and even show a bounce in his step. Coach Marvin 
Lewis told Johnson to adjust his gloves in the huddle or do it on 
every play. Now, his actions aren't so revealing. —Chick Ludwig 


CLEVELAND BROWNS Injuries have forced undrafted rookie 
DL Louis Leonard into the line rotation. Leonard, who was cut by 
two teams before being claimed in October, is massive (6-4, 330) 
but has decent athleticism and the ability to play end or inside in 
the 3-4. He plays hard but often gets out of position, which cre- 


}> PIVOTAL PLAYER: Former 
RT Ryan Tucker has been 
adequate inside as the 
replacement for RG Seth 


McKinney (shoulder). If 
Tucker can upgrade to 
good, the Browns can run 
more and won't have to go 
left as much. Tucker (6-6, 
318) is a large, tough man 
with a slugger's mentality. 


ates running lanes. ... WR Tim Carter has elite speed but is in- 
consistent, mixing improbable catches with bad drops. He lacks 
chemistry with QB Derek Anderson. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: 
LG Eric Steinbach has quick feet, which is important in the AFC 
North because the Ravens and Steelers employ 3-4 fronts. He 
frequently does not line up with a man over him and needs to 


make a rapid move left or right. —Steve Doerschuk 


PITTSBURGH STEELERS The pass defense got exposed against the Patriots, partly because FS Anthony 
Smith got too aggressive and bit on play fakes and a flea-flicker. Coordinator Dick LeBeau stresses the 
need for defensive backs to keep plays in front of them. ... ILB James Fartior does a good job finding gaps 
and flowing to the ball. In his 11th season, he still has good speed. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: The defense 
has introduced a new scheme—“the penny’—on passing downs. The package has the look of the base 
3-4 but has the wrinkle of three corners and one safety to complement the normal front seven. The 
goal is to better defend three-receiver sets but not weaken the run defense by altering the front seven. 
In this scheme, CB Bryant McFadden usually replaces the strong safety. —Gerry Dulac 


Sey 


Official Home Improvement Sponsor 


* 
= 
com 


4 ' yuu JULG 


iG al 
homedepot*com/nifl 


NFL PLAYERS 


David 


Carter, who has filled in for the injured Troy Polamalu, is tough and scrappy 


WEEK 15 
MATCHUPS 


by War Room scouts 


Tyrone 
Carter 


SO) 


8. 


but is limited in anything but deep half-field zone coverage. Garrard will use 
spread formations to get Carter matched up in one-on-one coverage and 
expose his suspect cover skills. If the Steelers go to the nickel, look for 
Garrard to check to a run, which often engulfs Carter. Advantage: Garrard. 


Vikings RB Adrian Peterson 
vs. Bears MLB Brian Urlacher. 
Urlacher has trouble shedding 
blocks, and there is nobody in front 
_of him anymore who can protect 
him. Even if Urlacher gets off the 
block, Petersoncanmake 
unblocked defenders miss. If 
Urlacher lines up deeper because of 
his coverage responsibilities, the 
Vikings will run draws with Peterson, 
which will make it hard for Urlacher 
to come up and tackle in space. 
Expect a big day from the rookie. 
Advantage: Peterson. 


More matchups: S: 


Browns WR Braylon Edwards 
vs. Bills CB Terrence McGee. 
McGee is a crafty player, but he'll 
have his hands full with Edwards, 
who has just as much speed and a 


height advantage (6-3 to McGee's 


5-9). Edwards is hoping for press 


coverage that will allow him to get 


physical with McGee, get off the line 
and go deep—something he does 
well. If McGee respects his deep 
speed and plays off, Edwards will 


tun the quick slant, catch the ball 


and make a move to elude McGee 


in space. Advantage: Edwards. 


It's so difficult to find consistency 
at quarterback that the Browns have 
got to step up and do something with 
Derek Anderson. Put a high tender 
on him, which might scare anyone 
else off, or put the franchise tag on 
him. I would keep him even though 
they drafted Brady Quinn. ... Com- 
ing off an injury-shortened year, a lot 
of people thought linebacker Greg 
Ellis was going to be a cap casualty. 
You've got to give kudos to the Cow- 
boys for sticking with him because 
its paid off. ... Vince Young has 
improved some, but he still has a 
ways to go. I still see him struggle a 
bit in terms of touch. ... Michael 
Turner is a strong, fast, young runner, 
and teams build their offenses 
around that type of player. He should 
be in high demand on the free-agent 
market after the season, assuming 
the Chargers don't do something to 
keep him. 


Observations and opinions from 
two NFL scouts, one from each conference 


AFCSOUTH 


HOUSTON TEXANS RE Mario Williams has a sack in four 
straight games and is playing his best football since being 
drafted No. 1 overall in 2006. He is the team’s best lineman, 
though he must improve against the run and give a more 
consistent effort. ... WR Andre Johnson has played well since 
returning from a knee injury. He has quick feet and does a 
good job of picking up yards after the catch. He is also a good 
blocker and draws defensive attention away from teammates. 
SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: DT Amobi Okoye has hit the rookie 
wall, but the coaches aren't easing up on him. They are work- 
ing him even harder in practice, and the approach may be 
helping. Okoye played well against the Bucs and continues to 
play on passing and running downs. —Megan Manfull 


INDIANAPOLIS COLTS Look for coordinator Ron Meeks to 
use LE Robert Mathis on the right side more as a replacement 
for Dwight Freeney (foot). Josh Thomas has played some in 
place of Freeney, but he isn't a difference-maker. Mathis is, as 
he showed with a sack-and-strip against the Jaguars in 
Week 13. Mathis figures to draw more double-teams, but he's 
quick and relentless—and one of the league's best-kept secrets. 
SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: In the absence of WR Manin 
Harrison (knee), coordinator Tom Moore is moving Reggie 
Wayne around to keep defenses from keying on him. Wayne, 
who normally splits wide left, is lining up more on the right 
and in the slot—and still is producing. He runs crisp routes, is 
fearless in traffic and has great hands. —Mike Chappell 
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}> PIVOTAL PLAYER: With 
RE Dwight Freeney out for 
the season, the Colts need 
SS Bob Sanders to stay 
healthy and remain a force. 
Sanders can drop into 
coverage but makes a 
greater impact when he 
plays close to the line. He’s 
a big striker and flies to the 
ball like few others. 


JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS The team typically doesnt 


have its top cover man, Pro Bowl CB Rashean Mathis, shad- 
ow the opponent's top receiver. That changed Sunday, when 
Mathis covered Carolina WR Steve Smith all over the field. 
Mathis’ coverage skills and recovery speed helped the safe- 
ties, who have struggled to get into position on deep passes. 
... Though on the cusp of the playoffs, the Jags might replace 
LT Khalif Barnes with second-year man Richard Collier. 
Collier is surprisingly athletic and has developed quickly. 
SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: To maintain his cutting ability, 
RB Fred Taylor warms up with a rope ladder routine. He also 
begins workouts by stepping over imaginary hurdles, which, 
he says, keeps his hips aligned. —Michael C. Wright 


TENNESSEE TITANS Rookie FS Michael Griffin has been ef- 


fective since becoming a starter and is showing good instincts 
and playmaking ability. He is getting comfortable after spend- 
ing the early part of the season as a corner. ... WR Justin Gage 
has become QB Vince Young's go-to guy. The 6-4 Gage, who 
played basketball in college, has long arms and good hands, 
so hes a threat on jump balls. He lacks blazing speed and 
occasionally drops easy throws. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: In 
practice, RBs LenDale White and Chris Brown run through 
plastic piping squares called windows, which force them to 
stay low. They also use trash containers as defenders and 
make cuts based on which direction running backs coach 
Sherman Smith moves a container. —Jim Wyatt 


FROM TOP: BOB LEVERONE / SN (2) 
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AFCWEST 


If you're looking for reasons the 
Chargers have fallen short of expecta- 
tions—and why they likely won't put up 
much of a fight in the AFC playofis— 
start with the quarterback. 

Heading into Week 14, [had watched 
all 28 of Philip Rivers’ NFL starts. I was 
initially impressed with Rivers through 
the first half of last season, especially in 
a defining performance against the 
Steelers, a defense that always provides 
a litmus test for inexperienced quarter- 
backs. Pittsburgh's multiple looks and 
pressure packages never rattled Rivers. 
He was firm in the pocket, and he made 
stick throws into tight windows. 

‘The Rivers of 2007 is a different player. He looks 
uncomfortable dropping into the pocket. Quarter- 
backs must feel the pass rush, never see it, and Riv- 
ers sees it. He reacts to any flash of opposing color 
in his immediate field of vision, and he often per- 
ceives pressure that isn't there. 

Asa result, his mechanics go out the window— 
and with that goes the ability to deliver the ball 
with timing and rhythm. He has a tendency to 


By Greg Cosell 
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Erratic QB + weak D = underachieving Chargers 


ea ot aac 


Rivers was standing tall a year ago. This season? Not so much. 


become frenetic and hurried, and his naturally 
strong arm is rendered average. 

Rivers’ problems have clearly impacted Norv 
Turner's play-calling. Turner would love to pass 
more, but he has been forced to minimize the nega- 
tive impact Rivers has on the game. It's no bad thing 
to give the ball to LaDainian Tomlinson, as San 
Diego did against the Chiefs two weeks ago. Tom- 
linson rushed for 177 yards and San Diego won 
handily. But a one-dimensional offense won't cut it 


in the AFC this season. 

This approach also demands a shut- 
down defense, which the Chargers 
haven't had. They have not been stout 
against the run. And though they have 
blitzed significantly more in recent 
weeks and produced a few more sacks, 
they are not a dominant group. Shawne 
Merriman has not been an impact pass 
rusher. The most telling evidence: 
Opposing offenses are not game- 
planning to account for him. 

In addition, I see a lot of voids in the 
secondary, with receivers running free 
through space. And this has been the 
case whether the Chargers blitz or stay back in cov- 
erage. Good pass offenses will exploit this defense. 

Erratic play from both the quarterback and 
defense—that’s not a good combination when 
facing the likes of New England, Indianapolis and 
Pittsburgh. 


Greg Cosell of NFL Films analyzes coaching 
tape and is executive producer of State Farm NFL 
Matchup. 


DENVER BRONCOS The team tried to work WR Javon 
Walker (knee surgery) in slowly, but he hasn't shown much 
burst. He may not be called upon much over the final three 
weeks. That would mean additional snaps for WRs Glenn 
Martinez and Taylor Jacobs as well as more tight ends split 
wide. ... DT Alvin McKinley is strong and plays with good 
leverage. He's also a high-effort player who’ respected by 
teammates. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: From childhood, 
WR Brandon Marshall worked at developing his hands. He 
would take the soap in the shower, squeeze it and practice 
catching it. In bed, hed turn the lights out and catch the ball 
in the dark. And as he walked down the street, hed have a 
football with him and would practice moves. —Lee Rasizer 


KANSAS CITY CHIEFS Kris Wilson has been miscast as a 
fullback. He isn't an effective lead blocker and is best used 
as an H-back going in motion, so the Chiefs are playing 
Boomer Grigsby more to determine whether he can be their 
starter next season. Grigsby, who is built for contact, has a 
taste for physical play. ... DT Ron Edwards plays with good 
technique, and his combination of size (6-3, 315) and leverage 
makes him a decent run stopper. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: 
OLB Donnie Edwards recently showed DT Tank Tyler foot- 
age from training camp, when Tyler was dominating. 
Edwards then challenged the struggling Tyler to play like 
that in games, and Tyler responded with one of his best 
games of the season. —Adam Teicher 


}> PIVOTAL PLAYER: After 


releasing DT Sam Adams, 
the Broncos are counting 

on rookie DT Marcus — 
Thomas. Thomas’ game is 
predicated on quickness— 
and he must prove he can 
play with power and hold 

the point of attack 
consistently. He did his 


_ part Sunday, as the Broncos 


limited the Chiefs to 16 
yards rushing. 


OAKLAND RAIDERS If the team re-signs free agent-to-be 
RB Justin Fargas, who has been impressive since supplant- 
ing LaMont Jordan, Dominic Rhodes and Jordan likely will 
be released. Fargas seems to be an ideal fit for coach Lane 
Kiffin’s offense—he hits the hole at the precise moment, 
runs over tacklers and outruns perimeter defenders. ... 
FS Hiram Eugene has replaced longtime starter Stuart 
Schweigert. Eugene is considered a bigger hitter, a more 
consistent tackler and faster, SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: Line 
coach Tom Cable helps players grasp his zone-blocking 
scheme by setting up a huge mattress-like pad so they can 
practice diving at a player's legs. Involving teammates in the 
drill would risk injury. —Steve Corkran 


SAN DIEGO CHARGERS The team hopes FB Lorenzo Neal 
(fibula) will return for the playoffs. Fill-in Andrew Pinnock 
made a fine block on the game-winning touchdown against 
the Titans, but he lacks Neal’s experience. ... CB Antonio 
Cromartie continues to pile up interceptions even though few 
passes are being thrown in his direction. He blends speed, 
size and agility to make plays on the ball. He challenges 
himself in practice by trying to make one-handed catches. 
SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: Since allowing the Vikings to run 
wild in Week 9, the Chargers have focused on their tackling, 
working particularly on wrapping up in the open field. The 
players say the biggest differences are a change in attitude and 
not showing any fear as they close in. —Kevin Acee 
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FEARLESS FORECAST 


Buffalo at Cleveland. It's tough to pass in Decem- 
ber, but the Browns have too much firepower to be 
denied in the battle for Lake Erie. The Bills’ running 
game and defense will keep them in it, but Derek 
Anderson and his receivers will help the Browns build 
a good lead—and Jamal Lewis’ power running will 
protect it. Browns 28, Bills 17. 

Jacksonville at Pittsburgh. Both teams will come 
out stout against the run, putting the outcome in the 
quarterbacks’ hands. But David Garrard will struggle 
against the Steelers’ blitzes, and Ben Roethlisberger 
will find ways to make key plays against the Jaguars’ 
aggressive defense. Steelers 16, Jaguars 13. 
Philadelphia at Dallas. Though Brian Westbrook will 
cause matchup problems, the Eagles won't be able 
to keep up with the Cowboys. Tony Romo’s mobility 
will neutralize the Eagles’ blitzes, and he'll take 
advantage of frequent single coverage on his 
wideouts and tight ends. Cowboys 31, Eagles 17. 
Chicago at Minnesota. Vikings rookie Adrian 
Peterson had his coming-out party when he ran all 
over Chicago in Week 6, and the Bears won't stop 


him on the Metrodome’s fast track, either. Meanwhile, 


the Vikings’ defense will stuff the Bears’ Adrian 
Peterson and force enough turnovers to put the game 


Scouting recent 


Colt Brennan, QB, Hawaii 
> 6-2, 196 > 40 time: 4.90 


Strengths: Is very smart. Has arm strength and 
is accurate. Reads defenses quickly and makes 
good decisions. Doesn't get flustered when the 
pocket collapses. Steps up to avoid wide rushers 
and has a quick release. Outstanding leader. 

Weaknesses: Lacks ideal height and has a 
three-quarters throwing style. Gets some passes 
tipped. Plays primarily in a run-and-shoot, throw- 
ing short out of the shotgun. Must adjust to a tra- 
ditional NFL offense. Has to improve his footwork 
and protect the ball better under duress. 

Bottom line: Brennan is positioned to be a first- 
rounder but must overcome the stigma attached 


For in-depth analysis of every game, 
every week, subscribe to Pro Football 
War Room at sportingnews.com/nfl. 


DALLAS COWBOYS RE Chris Canty, who has always been 
solid against the run, has been even more effective this year 
because hes making more plays behind the line. Canty 
doesn't pile up sacks but often forces quarterbacks to roll 
right. He has developed multiple pass-rush moves, enabling 
him to set up opponents. ... CB Nate Jones, who plays the slot 
in the dime package, excels as a blitzer. He has good speed 
and a knack for contorting his body so he can slip through 
cracks and get to the quarterback. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: 
Tank Johnson is getting used to playing nose tackle and deal- 
ing with double-teams. He is struggling with technique and 
isn't being used much on running downs. Johnson excels at 
collapsing the pocket as a pass rusher. —Jean-Jacques Taylor 


NEW YORK GIANTS The Giants remain adamant that Eli 
Manning is their franchise quarterback, but drafting compe- 
tition for him in April is a possibility. It wouldn't hurt to add 
talent to a position that lacks a legitimate challenger to Man- 
ning. ... RT Kareem McKenzie rarely is penalized and is a 
solid, powerful run blocker. In pass protection, he is a fine 
technician but at times struggles with speed rushers who 
take wide angles. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: WR Plaxico 
Burress’ inability to practice has made him even more studi- 
ous in the film room. He often lingers at Giants Stadium af- 
ter many of his teammates have departed. Burress believes 
this extra work at least gives him the chance to compete at a 
high enough level to help the team. —Paul Schwartz 
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away. Vikings 27, Bears 13. 


Vinnie lyer’s season record: 35-17 
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}> PIVOTAL PLAYER: 
MLB Antonio Pierce, the 
biggest reason the Giants 
have a top run defense, will 
be key down the stretch 
because teams like to 
pound the ball in cold 
weather. If the Giants keep 
opponents in third-and- 
long, they can turn loose 
their pass rush, which leads 
the league in sacks. 


to run-and-shoot quarterbacks. His height and 
throwing motion are concerns, but he has the ath- 
leticism, passing skill and poise to be an NFL 
starter. —War Room scouts 


PHILADELPHIA EAGLES Free-agent pickup WR Kevin 
Curtis is having the best year of his career. A crisp route run- 
ner, he gets off the line fast and has slick moves in the open 
field. At 5-11, 186, he’s not very physical, which limits him in 
the red zone. ... More playing time is in store for backup 
SJ.R. Reed. Coordinator Jim Johnson likes Reed's punishing 
hits. Reed, also the team’s best kick returner, will play center 
field in three-safety sets. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: After 
dropping a sure interception against the Seahawks, 
WLB Takeo Spikes caught 100 passes from the Jugs ma- 
chine after a recent practice. The Eagles, who have the fewest 
takeaways in the league, spend part of each practice working 
on creating turnovers. —Geoff Mosher 


WASHINGTON REDSKINS Asa short-term starter, QB Todd 
Collins might be able to move the offense better than Jason 
Campbell (knee) did. Collins has been in Al Saunders’ system 
for seven years and is very comfortable in it. In the win over 
the Bears, he calmly made his reads and got the ball to the 
open man. The question is how Collins, strictly a pocket 
passer, will hold up against a big pass rush, which he'll face 
Sunday against the Giants. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: Seldom- 
used DT Ryan Boschetti is a master communicator. He con- 
stantly advises young DTs Anthony Montgomery and Kedric 
Golston on nuances such as hand placement, pad level and 
how to take on blockers. Based on the improved play of his 
pupils, Boschetti is making his points well. —Paul Woody 
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Adrian Peterson -: Adrian Peterson © . 


When the Bears travel to Minnesota on Monday night, Adrian Peterson will start 
at running back for both teams. One is the Vikings’ rookie phenom. The other is the 
Bears’ special teams whiz who finally is getting a chance on offense. Minnesota’s 
Peterson, aka A.D. (for “All Day”), will make his eighth start. Chicago's Peterson, aka 

< AF, Will make his fourth in six years. And, no, they aren't related. 


6- pal? 22 Ht./Wt., Age 5- 10/210, 28 By 
A, Oklahoma Georgia Southern i C5 


Walter Payton award winner 
College bel aval 
achievement (Division |-AA’s Heisman) 
as a sophomore 


First round, seventh overall Draft spot Sixth round, 199th overall 


120 rushing yards 
(11/13/05; only 
100-yard game) 
“He's a tough sucker. 


You're the one taking 
the hit, not him” 


Heisman Trophy runner-up 
as a freshman 


296 rushing yards 
(11/4/07; NFL record) 


Best NFL game 


Quote from an 
NFC scout 


“The guy can cover 5 yards 
So fast. He's awesome? 


“| don’t think you can 
mistake us. He's got a 
head full of dreads.” 


Any chance of 
confusion? 


“| got into the league as a 
tailback, not a special 
teams player. That's what | 
am, a tailback.” 


Goal is to be “the best 
player that ever played 
this game.” 


NEC) | eS 


GREEN BAY PACKERS If CB Will Blackmon avoids the 
injuries that have cost him most of his first two seasons, he 
could have an impact in the playoffs. Blackmon, who scored 
ona punt return and a fumble recovery last Sunday, might be 
the best all-around athlete on the team. He has great spring in 
his legs and enough strength in his upper body to shed tack- 
lers. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: One reason QB Brett Favre is 
throwing the deep ball so much better is that every day in 
practice, he and backup Aaron Rodgers throw 50-yard passes 
into an oversized fishing net in the corner of the end zone. 
The position of the net forces the quarterback to throw the 
pass with some air under it, which is something Favre has 
gotten much better at this season. —Tom Silverstein 


| CHICAGO BEARS With QB Rex Grossman (knee) out, the 

| only logical move is to play Kyle Orton, Orton went 10-5 as a 

| rookie in 2005, when the offense was scaled back. These days, 

| he better understands the scheme and what defenses are do- 
ing. He has a big arm but can be slow in his delivery and lacks 
mobility. ... RG Roberto Garza has been steady on a disap- 
pointing line. He struggles at times against foes who have a 
big size edge but uses his mobility to get to the second level. 
SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: Because of KR Devin Hester, the 
Bears face a lot of squib kicks. So they use a nontraditional 
wedge made up of skill players—WR Rashied Davis, TE John 
Gilmore and RB Garrett Wolfe—who have good hands and 
the ability to scoop a ball and gain yards. —Brad Biggs 


} 
DETROIT LIONS WR Roy Williams (knee) will be missed ’ NaN dedehe ae MINNESOTA VIKINGS DEs Ray Edwards (suspension) and 
because of his downfield presence and ability to catch the is tied to the recent slump Erasmus James (knee) are both out. Brian Robison hasdone | 
5 ball in traffic. Shaun McDonald, Williams replacement, of DT Sha 3. The well as a situational pass rusher, but he might not be big 
Z doesn't have those qualities but has excellent quickness, un- defense feeds off Rogers, enough to stand up against the run on an every-down basis. 
= derstands the offense and gets open. ... Early in the season, who blends power, Jayme Mitchell is long and rangy but isn't a well-established | 
3 SS Kenoy Kennedy was pulled on third downs, but injuries quickness and explosive- run defender, either. ... DT Kevin Williams is facing double- _| 
é have forced him to stay on the field and his coverage weak- _ N@SS with an ability to be teams often, but he is still making plays. Specifically, he is | 
2 nesses are being exposed. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: In the plies Si og using his knowledge of passing angles to get in the way of the 
2 cover 2, one of the most difficult jobs is filling the run gap rie BE alae y ball. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: The teams linebackers move _| 
= against a lead blocker. The defender must first step into the around him—<and if he around constantly before the snap and then get into position 
2 gap with the correct footwork and shoulder position and —_ggesn’t bounce back, at the final moment. If an offense doesn't know which player _| 
iS shed the fullback. Then he has to make a split-second deci- neither will the Lions. is covering what gap, it is hard to anticipate where they will 
S sion on which way to direct the ballcarrier. —Tom Kowalski be for blocking purposes. —Kevin Seifert 
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ATLANTA FALCONS QB Chris Redman, who was selling in- 
surance door-to-door a year ago, is getting a shot to start. 
Redman is sharp on short-range passes but questionable on 
deep throws. He played in coach Bobby Petrino’s system 
for one year at Louisville. ... LG Justin Blalock has hit the 
rookie wall and has been benched. He needs to improve his 
leg strength and technique. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: Assis- 
tant special teams coach Tom McMahon uses an oversized 
hula hoop in a drill designed to help gunners fight off blocks, 
keep their feet moving and get downfield to cover punts. 
McMahon gets inside the circle and attempts to block play- 
ers as they make a half-loop around him. When they reach 
the top of the hoop, they run upfield. —D. Orlando Ledbetter 


CAROLINA PANTHERS The switch to a zone-blocking 
scheme hasn't produced results, in part because the line isn't 
a good fit for the system. Teams that are successful with it 
usually depend on small, speedy linemen. The Panthers’ five 
starters each top 300 pounds. ... DT Damione Lewis strug- 
gled as a starter early in his career because he was too small 
to be an every-down run stuffer. He has found his niche with 
Carolina as a pass-rush specialist. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: 
A big reason QB Vinny Testaverde, 44, is still playing is his 
workout routine. He has always been a workout warrior and 
can lift weights at the same levels he could early in his career. 
He emphasizes squats because he believes they help him 
gain velocity and distance on his passes. —Pat Yasinskas 
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> PIVOTAL PLAYER: It’s 


crucial for Bucs DT J 

to play at a high level 
in the final weeks. Haye has 
shown the ability to crash the 
backfield—he has five 
sacks—and needs to make 
offenses pay when they focus 
on DEs Gaines Adams and 
Greg White, who have 13 
sacks combined. 
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NEW ORLEANS SAINTSLE Charles Grant, 29, isn’t produc- 


ing like he used to. Through Week 13, Grant had 1% sacks 
and no forced fumbles; he averaged seven sacks and three 
forced fumbles in his first five seasons. Grant and the team’s 
disappointing pass rush need to step up—especially 
given their next two opponents (Cardinals and Eagles) 
are capable of exploiting New Orleans’ shaky secondary. 
SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: With RB Reggie Bush (knee) out, 
the team will go with more traditional RBs Aaron Stecker 
and Pierre Thomas. But dont expect a big improvement in 
the sickly running game. The line hasn't consistently opened 
running lanes, and coach Sean Payton has been quick to 
abandon the run when it isn't working. —Mike Triplett 


TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS The offense will need to im- 


prove in the red zone down the stretch. The team has scored 
a touchdown on only 17 of 36 chances inside the 20. Turn- 
overs, penalties and communication issues have forced the 
Bucs to settle for field goals—or come up empty—too often. 

.. FB BJ. Askew excels as a lead blocker and pass protector. 
With good hands and the ability to gain yards after contact, 
he’ also a good checkdown option. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: 
Players respond to the unique energy of secondary coach 
Raheem Monis. CB Ronde Barber says position meetings are 
actually fun because Morris promotes a free exchange of 
ideas. He also keeps players attentive by comparing game 
situations to life experiences. —Roy Cummings 
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ARIZONA CARDINALS The club has adjusted its running 
scheme—it is using less of its power game and more zone 
blocking and stretch plays. That fits RB Edgerrin James’ style 
better because it allows him to choose from several holes. 
The power game features more pulling by the guards and 
takes a lot of practice to perfect. The team will work on it 
during the offseason because coach Ken Whisenhunt wants 
those plays in the offense. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: Offen- 
sive line coach Russ Grimm's strength is his ability to teach. 
In training camp, he gives linemen blank pieces of paper, 
and it’s up to them to draw the play as he teaches it. In his 
system, all the linemen must identify defensive fronts and 
alignments. The center makes fewer calls. —Kent Somers 


ST. LOUIS RAMS Scott Linehan’s balanced attack was 
expected to be better for QB Mare Bulger’s health, but 
Bulger has been hit as often as he was in Mike Martz’s pass- 
happy scheme. Injuries on the line have contributed to 
the problem, but the battered-QB question must be raised: 
Is Bulger looking for the pass rush instead of downfield? 
Clearly, the line needs retooling and better depth in 2008. 
... After a slow start, DT Adam Carriker has provided solid 
interior play. He also has been effective filling in at end. 
SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: Practice can be drudgery, but on 
Fridays, offensive linemen take part in a pass-catching drill, 
and watching 300-pound C Andy McCollum ramble down- 
field on a fade pattern lightens the mood. —Jim Thomas 
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} PIVOTAL PLAYER: Nate 
Burleson’s ability to make 
big plays as a wideout and 
returner looms large for the 
Seahawks. Because he’s 
more comfortable in the 
offense, he’s taking better 
advantage of his speed and 
elusiveness. As a returner, 
Burleson is fearless and 
has a knack for making the 
first guy miss. 
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SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS It appears unlikely QB Alex Smith 
(shoulder) will play again this season, and backup Trent Dilfer 
suffered a concussion on Sunday. Dilfer was replaced by 
Shaun Hill, who got the first extensive action of his six-year 
career and could start against the Bengals. Hill moves well in 
the pocket and has decent arm strength, though he tends to 
flick the ball more than zip it. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: 
Assistant head coach Mike Singletary puts the linebackers 
beneath a tarp for a demanding shuttle drill. The players are 
forced to maintain balance while moving laterally as quickly 
as they can. It is an extremely tiring drill, but it helps teach 
linebackers to stay low as they try to shed blocks and take 
down the ballcarrier. —Dennis Georgatos 


SEATTLE SEAHAWKS MLB Lofa Tatupu often drops deeper 
than the coverage calls for because he is able to sense how a 
play will develop and rely on instincts that have been sharp- 
ened by hours of video study, ... Jordan Babineaux is the third 
cornerback in the nickel defense and the top backup in the 
secondary; he’ a versatile player who brings a physical pres- 
ence to the unit. SEE A DIFFERENT GAME: Dropped passes 
were a problem the past few seasons, but the receivers have 
been more sure-handed this season. It has helped that the 
receivers, as a group, have stayed after practice to catch pass- 
es from the ball machine. WR Bobby Engram says they are 
working not only on hand-eye coordination but also on 
hand placement when catching the ball. —Clare Farnsworth 
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Kirk Hinrich may be one of Chicago's biggest problems, but he’s not the 


It’s not the happiest 
of times for Hinrich (left) 
and his teammates. 


<Spires 


team’s only one. 


Missing the bull’s-eye 


By Stan McNeal 


smcneal@sportingnews.com 


irk Hinrich is all alone in the corner. He 
shoots: clank. Again: clank. Once more: 
clank. 
This is during warmups when no one 
is keeping score and no one has a hand 
in his face. But the clanking continues when the 
shots count. On this night against the Bobcats, 
Hinrich has more fouls and turnovers combined 
(four) than points and assists (one). Coming off a 
season during which he put up career-best num- 
bers—16.6 points, 44.8 percent shooting and 41.5 
percent 3-point shooting—Hinrich is down to 
career worsts: 10.3, 35.0 and 23.5 percent. “I've had 
bad games before, or even two games, but I can't 
remember anything like this,’ he says. 

Ofall the reasons for the Bulls’ surprising strug- 
gles, Hinrich’s poor play tops the list. He is their 
point guard, a co-captain, the guy who has been 
with the team the longest. He is in his fifth season, 
and, among starting point guards, his shooting 
percentage ranks at the bottom of the league. Not 
coincidentally, the Bulls are the leagues worst 
shooting team, the only one making less than 40 
percent of its shots. 

“When I’m aggressive and play with a lot of 
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energy, our whole team does,’ Hinrich says. 
“When I'm passive, it trickles down.” He has 
been as passive as a shy 3-year-old on Santa's lap, 
which has put Bulls coach Scott Skiles in a tight 
spot. Bench Hinrich and his confidence could be 
broken for the season. Keep him in the lineup 
when backup Chris Duhon is more productive— 
which hasn't been the case consistently—and the 
team’s performance suffers. “I would question 
how many teams take out their starting point 
guard,’ Skiles says. “It doesn’t happen very much, 
but if we keep struggling, anything's got to be on 
the table” 

Of course, one errant-shooting point guard 
does not turn a 49-win team into a team on pace to 
lose 54 games by himself. The Bulls have a list of 
problems as long as that 3-year-old’s holiday wish 
list. 

Quitting on the coach. Rumblings are growing 
louder that if the Bulls haven't tuned out Skiles yet, 
they are reaching for the dial. Skiles knows from 
his playing days that coaches can wear out their 
welcome, and he is in his fifth season with the 
Bulls. “In all pro sports, you can't deny it—things 
run their course,” he says. 


An aging center. Ben Wallace, 33, started show- 
ing signs of decline last season when he would fol- 
low one good game with a few lackluster efforts. 
His numbers are down even more this season, and 
that includes his minutes. He sat the entire fourth 
quarter four times in the Bulls’ first 18 games. Per- 
haps just as troubling, word is Wallace continues 
to talk more with his former Pistons teammates 
than with his Bulls mates. 

Kobe talk. Considering Kobe Bryant has almost 
as many points as Ben Gordon and Luol Deng 
combined, perhaps there should have been more 
than rumors about a trade between the Lakers and 
Bulls. Vice president John Paxson’s insistence on 
making Deng untouchable will not turn out to be 
one of his better moves. 

The schedule. The Bulls overcame a 5-9 start 
last season with a 14-3 December. Turning around 
their 3-9 November this year, however, will be 
more difficult for no other reason than the teams 
they're playing. The Bulls beat the Pistons last 
weekend, but they still have games this month 
against the Celtics, Rockets, Magic and Spurs. 

Great expectations. After advancing to the 
second round of the playoffs last spring, the Bulls 
entered the season as the choice of some experts— 
yeah, we picked them—to reach The Finals. 
“Maybe you guys don't know very much,’ says 
Skiles, only half-smiling. 

Maybe so, but I know this much: If Hinrich 
doesn't shoot better, the Bulls’ season will crash 
with a clank. SN 


DAVID ZALUBOWSKI / AP 
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The Bulls have 
serious competition 
for the league's most 
disappointing team: 
the Heat. If Pat Riley 
decides to kick 
himself back upstairs, 
he will not get much 
resistance from 
Shaquille O'Neal. 


Billy King deserved 
better. Yes, he made 
his share of bad 
signings (like he's the 
only one to do that), 
but remember, he put 
up with Allen Iverson 
for nine years and 
then devised a 
three-year rebuilding 
plan that was 
approved by his 
bosses, only to be 
fired in Year 1. 


Another reason 
Warriors fans are the 
most underrated in 
the league: Longtime 
backup center Adonal 
Foyle, now with the 
Magic, was given a 
touching standing 
ovation upon his 
return to Oakland. 
Remember when 
Mark Cuban used to 
be criticized for 
overhauling his roster 
too often? He should 
not have changed. 
The Mavericks 
returned their nucleus 
after losing in the 
first round last 
season and have 
backtracked. Their 
defensive energy is 
lacking, and MVP Dirk 
Nowitzki looks 
uninspired. 


The Magic are hot, 

Pe the Spurs are solid, 
the Celtics have their big 
three—but which team is 
the best in the league? 
Find out in Stan McNeal’s 
power poll, updated 
each week at 


sportingnews.com. 


Trading disgruntled star Jason Kidd 
won't be easy for the Nets even though 
Kidd remains one of the league's three 
best point guards (behind Steve Nash 
and Tony Parker). Not many teams 
can put together an attractive package 
of players to match the requisite 85 
percent of the $19.7 million Kidd is 
making. Kidd's preferred destination 
would be the Cavaliers because of a 
friendship formed last summer on the US. national team 
with SF LeBron James. The Cavs, however, could not do 
much better than a deal that would begin with PF Drew 
Gooden. Two teams that could offer more: the Lakers and 
Mavericks. > The Cavaliers won their standoff with 
F/C Anderson Varejao, who held out for two months and 
ended up with a deal that was significantly less (by as much 
as $15 million, according to one source) than what he was 
first offered. The redeeming factor in the three-year, : 
$17 million contract, which was offered by the Bobcats and a ae 
then matched by the Cavaliers: Varejao can become an é 
unrestricted free agent after the 2008-09 season. His return 
could not come soon enough for the Cavaliers, who lost 


===y more offensive burden on SF Ron 
| Artest. One scout says Artest is in bet- 
ter condition than a year ago, which 
has been a key in raising his shooting 
accuracy to 45.0 percent. Artest has 
missed a lot of practice time because he 
has been traveling to Indianapolis to be 
with his youngest daughter, 4-year-old 
Diamond, who is undergoing chemo- 
therapy for kidney cancer. > If you're 
looking for another example of Magic PF Dwight Howard's 
dominance, try this: Entering the week, he was averaging 
more than four dunks a game and his 95 slams were more 
than twice as many as the runner-up dunkmeister, Shawn 
Marion (42), had. 


a 


SSS 


four consecutive games without James (finger) and fell : _ Could 
behind in the race for fourth place in the East. > Bob- Paz a. a Kidd end 
cats SF Gerald Wallace is hurting his team by en ge { 5 apc 
shooting too much from the outside. Considered gt al : ? gecabsat 
an excellent slasher, Wallace is settling too often : ; a 


for jump shots. When the Bobcats blew an 
11-point lead in the final 15 minutes 
against the Bulls, Wallace hoisted seven 
shots in the fourth quarter—the same 
number that alleged go-to PF Emeka 
Okafor took the entire game. 
Raptors 27-year-old rookie 
SF Jamario Moon has cemented 
his spot in the starting lineup 
because, as one scout says, 
“He's just what that team 
needed. He is a long, 
athletic player on a 
team of long players 
who are unathletic” 
Moon, 6-8, was thrust 
into the power for- 
ward spot while 
Chris Bosh (groin) 
was outand responded 
with three consecutive 
double-digit rebounding games. 
The best rookie guard in Memphis is 
not Mike Conley but Juan Carlos Navarro. 
The 27-year-old Spaniard, who has a quirky 
but quick release, is making 42.4 percent of 
his 3s and is the third-leading rookie scorer. 
Conley (shoulder) is out indefinitely. The 
expected absence of high-scoring Kings SG Kevin 
Martin (groin) for at least four weeks will put 


0.J. Mayo is a good place to start, but the Trojans don't stop there. 


Losses show USC 


can win big 


By Mike DeCourcy 


decourcy @ sportingnews.com 


here were unconfirmed sightings of OJ. 
Mayo mouthing the words “national 
championship” as early as November 2006, 
when he committed to play basketball for 
the Southern California Trojans. It seemed 
a little fantastic at the time, but hey, lots of kids 
leave high school thinking they'll become Presi- 
dent of the United States or the next Tom Cruise. 
Though I'm relying on memory here, Mayo 
told me the Trojans’ goal was to play for it all when 
I visited one of his early Trojans practices. It didn't 
seem worth the trouble to write that down, given 
that four regulars were losing preparation time to 
injury and four freshmen were planning to play 
essential roles. 
After USC lost in the 
Jimmy V Classic last week, 
Mayo said the words again: 


Like USC, these teams didn't look like 


edgeable about Pac-10 basketball who believed the 
Trojans were too young to cut it in the league. 
Their youth is an issue, but they manage to make 
their talent matter more. 

It's not just Mayo, who can rescue even the most 
hopeless possession with his creativity. It’s also 6-8 
small forward Dayon Jefferson, who is extremely 
dynamic for his size. It's the improved Daniel 
Hackett, benefiting from a weight-loss scheme 
none of us would want to try—the Broken Jaw 
Diet. After having his mouth wired shut in Octo- 
ber, Hackett’s too-thick body gradually became 
leaner. Once a sluggish guard who relied on his 
intelligence and guile, Hackett now makes smart 
plays quickly, before defenses can react. 

When sophomore Dwight Lewis gets going, the 
Trojans will have the multiple 3-point shooting 
threats they'll need. They 
have a solid post threat, 6-9 
Taj Gibson, who draws 
double-teams. Following 


“national championship? 
Its right there on tape. And 
it no longer sounds like a 
daydream. 

In the space of three days, 
USC took Kansas to the final 
seconds but lost by four, 
then forced Memphis to 
overtime. With freshmen 
playing about half the min- 
utes, the Trojans nearly beat 
two of the nation’s top four 
teams. One such _perfor- 
mance could be dismissed 
as a fluke. Two? That's noth- 


championship contenders in the 
preseason. They do now. 

Duke. Although the Blue Devils may 
be a bit small, they attack with ferocity 
and have as many productive wings as 
any team. They can field a bigger lineup 
by inserting 7-1 Brian Zoubek but still 
could be done in by teams with good 
size. 

Texas. The Longhorns have become 
a threat because they can spread the 
court and attack from the perimeter. 
Texas has just enough size not to get 
pushed around, and point guard D.J. 
Augustin could follow Kevin Durant as 
player of the year. 


Floyd's teachings, they 
defend well enough to dic- 
tate tempo and get big 
stops. 

“Treally believe we've got 
a higher ceiling than any 
team in this country,’ Floyd 
says. 

Mayo must become 
judicious about his shot 
selection or risk alienating 
teammates. And the Pac-10 
is rugged enough that 
league opponents will pun- 
ish continued mistakes. 


ing short ofa declaration. 

“J don't think it’s wishful thinking or I wouldn't 
say it;’ Mayo says. “I believe we have a well enough 
coached team and good enough players to have an 
opportunity to win a national championship. 

“Are we playing the best basketball we're capable 
of playing? No. But are we playing hard, willing to 
learn, willing to get better? I think so. As the season 
goes along, we're going to want to get better as a 
team. It starts in practice. We listen to coach (Tim 
Floyd) very closely and compete very hard in prac- 
tice to get better” 

Before the season, there were people knowl- 
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The Trojans will have to 
make the NCAA field before they can start the 
business of contending for the title. Victories over 
Southern Illinois, Miami (Ohio), Oklahoma and 
at South Carolina will help, but a solid Pac-10 
record will be a necessity. 

“We've got a chance, but we're in the toughest 
league in the country,’ Floyd says. “We still could 
finish eighth in this league: 

Somehow, it’s hard to imagine Mayo sweating 
the Pac-10 standings. He's a believer. And he 
makes a fairly convincing case, sometimes with- 
out saying a word. SN 


Mayo and the 
Trojans aren’t 
great yet, but they 
have the potential 
to get there. 


Interim coach Kevin O'Neill 
was surprised to learn he 
would be in charge of Ari- 
zona for the rest of this sea- 
son; he always expected Lute 
Olson to return. But Olson, 
73, wont be back until 
2008-09, which means the 
team must get used to play- 
ing for O'Neill. He tried to 
“coach Lutes team” at the 
start, but the deeper hed got- 
ten into interim duties, the 
more he was doing things his 
way. The Wildcats pulled off 
huge comeback wins against 
Texas A&M and Illinois that 
required aggressive defense, 
but they still need to play 
with intensity more consis- 
tently. O'Neill is encouraged 
by how the team has 
improved, “especially under the circumstances: 

Memphis coach John Calipari has been getting 
calls from high school coaches who attended his 
clinic on the dribble-drive-motion offense say- 
ing they've noticed Duke using the same 
schemes. The Blue Devils were among the pio- 
neers at spreading the court and attacking with 
the drive, but their teams with Jason Williams 
and Mike Dunleavy were effective using basic 
drive-and-kicks, > Kansas State's biggest prob- 
lem has been overscheduling. With their cur- 
rent rotation having almost no Division I expe- 
rience, the Wildcats have faced California, Notre 
Dame, Oregon and George Mason. They also 
have missed the physical presence of senior 
F David Hoskins, who has been out with a knee 
injury. K-State doesn’t want to rush him and risk 
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O'Neill is the top ’Cat for 
the rest of this season. 


a setback. The coaches are 
stressing the need to get the 
ball to PF Michael Beasley. 
Though he’s averaging 17.5 
shots a game, he’s still not 
getting the touches he needs, 
considering hes shooting 
57.9 percent from the field 
and the rest of the team is 
shooting 37.2 percent. > 
Texas PG DJ. Augustin is 
averaging 19.0 points and 7.0 
assists, but what impresses 
his coaches most is his poise. 
His leadership helped the 
Longhorns beat UCLA at 
Pauley Pavilion as part of an 
8-0 start. Thanks to Augus- 
tin’s ability to penetrate, Texas 
is using a play that is 
extremely tough to defend. 
He drives across the lane 
while PF Damion James sets up near the elbow. 
When the big man guarding James helps against 
the drive, Augustin dumps the ball to James for 
a short jumper. Hes deadly from there, and his 
quick release makes it difficult for the defender 
to get back in the play. > PG Edgar Sosa has 
fallen out of favor at Louisville. Coach Rick Pitino 
says observers “got carried away” when Sosa 
scored 31 points against Texas A&M in last 
years NCAA Tournament. “He’ playing very 
average basketball because he hasn't worked at 
what can make him better? Pitino says. One 
indicator: Sosa’s rebound totals. Pitino believes 
an active, engaged point guard should run down 
four or five long rebounds a game, but Sosa 
hasn't gotten more than two in any game and 
had none in a 5-point home loss to Dayton. 


reads 


Get your college basketball cheat sheet every Monday with 
Mike DeCourcy’s weekly wrapup at sportingnews.com. 


Replay forces us to watch sports differently. When we see a football fumbled, we 


dont celebrate or mourn. We wonder if the play will stand. Now it’s the same for the 
buzzer-beating basket. Washington fans were delirious following a game-winning 
drive by Justin Dentmon, then lifeless when video showed he'd been a split-second 
slow. An accurate result is best for the competitors—but may not be best for the game. 


Down 20 and think the game is over? Check the scoreboard again. If your 
opponent is LSU, there's still a chance. 

Davidson challenged—but did not beat—North Carolina, Duke and UCLA. The 
Wildcats are an excellent team, but should they fail to win the Southern 
Conference Tournament, will they lack the necessary evidence to make a case for 
an NCAA Tournament bid? 
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Young and restless 


Chicago, once the home of hockey legends and Stanley Cup fever, is regaining some of its 
sizzle. Much of the credit can be given to a pair of red-hot rookies. By Steve Silverman 
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Kane (88) and Toews (19) give the 
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Blackhawks the look of a team on the rise. 


lackhawks rookies Patrick Kane and Jon- 
athan Toews are blazing-hot. So hot that 
their intensity is firing up a Windy City 
fan base that has been nearly frozen for 
the better part of a decade. 

The 5-10, 163-pound Kane was the No. 1 over- 
all draft pick in the league last summer. The 6-1, 
203-pound Toews was the third overall pick in 
2006. Both are 19, both play with vision, awareness 
and skating ability beyond their years, and neither 
has been intimidated by the bigger, faster NHL or 
expectations that they soon will be the faces of a 
suddenly revived franchise. 

Kane has the “it” factor that portends greatness. 
Call it instinct, call it thinking two or three steps 
ahead of the play, or call it basic skill—the talented 
right winger has it. He also has a wicked wrist shot 
that he gets away with an economy of movement 
and all the skills needed to become an elite scorer. 

Blackhawks coach Denis Savard, who demon- 
strated more than his share of artistic playmaking 
during a Hall of Fame career, knows Kane has the 
special something to impact a team that suddenly 
has realistic visions of competing for a playoff 
berth this season. 

“He's got great vision,’ says Savard. “He makes 
the beautiful pass. He obviously can shoot the 
puck. I just think he recognizes what's the best 
play. Out of 10 choices, he'll probably make eight 
good ones, and that’s pretty good” 

Veteran right winger Martin Havlat might be 
the biggest beneficiary of Kane's shockingly quick 
rise up the NHL scoring chart (he had seven goals 
and 21 assists in his first 28 NHL games) and 
prominence as the league's leading rookie scorer. 
Havlat, 26, was the team’s top offensive player dur- 
ing his team’s dismal 71-point 2006-07 season, and 
his burden has been eased by the contribution of 
this outstanding rookie class. 

“Patrick is not the biggest guy, but he’s got so 
much more skill than everybody else,’ Havlat says. 
“He's going to get only better. To be that small, you 
have to be good somewhere else to get in the 
league. ... He's a creative player on the ice? 

Toews is more the prototypical player scouts 
and general managers look for in the draft. He has 
the size and willingness to handle the puck in traf- 
fic and wait until the last second before shooting 
or passing. Toews is a creative, skilled center, but 
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the best thing about his game is the intensity with 
which he competes. He’ a perfectionist who won't 
quit until he gets it right in practice—or in the 
game. 

That attitude already has made him a force in 
the locker room as well as on the ice. He's quickly 
becoming a leader. 

“He is not going to accept failure,’ says veteran 
winger Martin Lapointe. “He's so competitive, 
every time he loses a faceoff he comes back to the 
bench and is ticked off. Its a good quality, but you 
can't let the last shift affect what happens on your 
next. Not too many young guys are like that at his 
age, not at 19 years old.” 

Toews had 11 goals and 10 assists in his first 26 
NHL games, and his spectacular 1-on-3 goal in an 
October game against Colorado has become a 
YouTube staple. 

Wayne Gretzky has scouted Kane and Toews on 
tape and watched them in person when he brought 
his Coyotes to the United Center for a late- 
November game against the Blackhawks. He 
believes their popularity and performance will be 
significant upgrades, both for the Blackhawks and 
the league. 

“Tt’s great to see for hockey,’ Gretzky says. “This 
is one of the great franchises and great sports cities 
in North America. You watch guys like Kane play 
and guys like Toews play, and they love to com- 
pete. Ifyou show up every day and compete, you're 
going to go a long way. It’s good to see young guys 
come in that have sort of that same passion. 

“They're fun to watch. They're good for the 
game and good for the city of Chicago?’ SN 
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With the NHL season well past the quarter 
hk pole, which teams still have serious hopes 
of winning a postseason berth? Follow the 
playoff-worthy field at sportingnews.com. 


Turco and the 
Stars own the 
Blue Jackets. 


Keeping up with the Stars 
in the Pacific Division 
would be difficult enough 
without the quirky sched- 
ule San Jose has had to 
navigate. From November 
16-27, the Sharks played | 
only two games, Then they I 
got serious—and probably = 

pretty tired—with — six 

games in 11 days. After two days off, the Sharks, 
who are tied for the division lead, began a seven- 
games-in-12-days stretch. > Penguins C Sidney 
Crosby, last season's scoring champ, has quietly 
recorded at least one point in 25 of his team’s 
29 games and is in close pursuit of Lightning 
C Vincent Lecavalier, the current points leader, 
Just wait until Crosby gets hot. > Like Jimmy 
Chitwood finally decided to “start playing 
ball” for Hickory High in Hoosiers, D Scott 
Niedermayer has decided to start playing pucks 
for the defending champion Ducks. Nieder- 


A shot of adrenaline 


The Blackhawks, already ranked among the 
highest scoring teams in the league, became 
even more dangerous with the late-November 
return of forward Martin Haviat, who gives coach 
Denis Savard some interesting options. 

“Our young guys have given us a lift)’ Savard 
says, referring to rookie forwards Patrick Kane 
and Jonathan Toews. “But we are not just a 
two-man team. If opponents want to concentrate 
on stopping them by using their top defensive 
combinations against Patrick and Jonathan, that’s 
fine. If they want to put the No. 3, 4 or 5 
defensive guys on Marty Havlat, we will be glad to 
work with that.’ 

Havlat had been sidelined since suffering a 
shoulder injury in the season opener against the 
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mayer, who spent the early 
season pondering his future 
while the Ducks struggled 
to keep their heads above 
water, will practice this week 
and return to action when 
team officials decide he's 
ready. Look for the always- 
fit Niedermayer to get on 
the ice quickly and the 
Ducks to take control of the Pacific Division 
before the New Year. > The Stars own two wins 
over the Blue Jackets this season and a 20-3-3 
mark against Columbus since it joined the 
league in 2000-01. Marty Turco has an 11-1-1 
career record against the Blue Jackets. > The 
Islanders did not net more than two goals in any 
game from November 10 to December 3, a 
13-game stretch. But the Isles still managed five 
wins (three by 2-1 scores, one 1-0 and one in a 
shootout) to stay above .500. The Islanders were 
shut out only once during that run. 


Wild, But he returned with a flourish, scoring 
twice in his first game against the Lightning. 
Havlat, one of the few bright spots for the team 
last season, scored 57 points (including 25 
goals) in 56 games after being acquired from 
Ottawa. 

One of the league’s fastest skaters and the 
centerpiece of the team’s offense, Haviat should 
benefit from the maturation of young forwards 
Kane, Toews and Tuomo Ruutu and defensemen 
James Wisniewski and Dustin Byfuglien. Havlat’s 
continued good health might provide the Hawks 
the edge they need to secure their first playoff 
berth since 2002, and he also gives Chicago 
the offensive depth and versatility it has been 
missing for years. 
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The remaining offseason pieces will fall in different—and important— 
ways after the swap of Miguel Cabrera and Dontrelle Willis. 


The domino effect 
of a blockbuster trade 


By Sean Deveney 
sdeveney @ sportingnews.com 


im Leyland is not the giddy type. He is direct, gruff and old school, 
capable of flashing a look that could snap a telephone pole in two. But 
give a manager a slugger who has driven in an average of 115.3 runs 
over the past four years, plus a lefty starting pitcher with a career 68-54 
record, for a handful of prospects and even Leyland gets ticklish. 
When the Tigers’ acquisition of third baseman Miguel Cabrera and 
pitcher Dontrelle Willis from Florida was announced at the winter meet- 
ings—the biggest deal of a surprisingly subdued week—Leyland said, “Its 
almost like walking past the Christmas tree four days before Christmas with 
all the presents there but you can't unwrap them. It's mind-boggling” 

Tee-hee. 

But, while the Tigers are all smiles, possessing the game's most accom- 
plished rotation and, arguably, its best offense, a domino effect from the 
deal is being felt around baseball—from Florida to Detroit to thousands of 
miles in every direction. 


Cabrera and Willis will face pressure they've expe- 
rienced only briefly, as) rookies during the Marlins’ 2003 
World Series run. It’s one thing to go 10-15 (as Willis 
did in 2007), or to struggle with weight issues 
(Cabrera), while you're playing for a 71-win 
team in South Florida. But the two players 
will be watched closely now. Willis 
admits he was pitching hurt, which 
led to his subpar performance. 
Cabrera says he is determined 
to cut off questions about 
his weight quickly. Word 
is he has lost 15 pounds 
in the offseason. “I want to 
be in the best shape of my 
life” Cabrera says. 


Indians 
manager Eric Wedge, whose team 
finished eight games ahead of the 
Tigers in the A.L. Central, peeks at 
what Detroit is doing but insists it 
wont affect Cleveland's approach. 
Which is to say the Indians didn't plan to 
do much this winter and still won't. Wedge 
says theyll improve from within, though 
they do have some interesting trade bait 
(lefthander Cliff Lee, second baseman Josh 
Barfield, third baseman Andy Marte). “Obvi- 
ously, we pay attention to it,’ Wedge says. “But our 


68. . 12/17/07 


G owing SSUATE 
‘Our lineup will make A.L. 


pitchers take notice. Some 
might get Tigeritis’ 


For more of Detroit closer Todd Jones’ take on 
his team’s acquisition of Miguel Cabrera—and 
Dontrelle Willis—go to sportingnews.com. 


focus is always going to be on the Cleveland Indi- 
ans. We control what we can control.” 


The powers that be. Adding Cabrera and Willis 
opened eyes throughout the American League— 
especially in the East, where the Yankees and Red 
Sox spent part of last week competing for Twins 
ace Johan Santana. As if the two teams didn’t put 
enough pressure on each other, now they have 
another entity pushing them. Several front office 
executives are crowning the Tigers championship 
favorites. You think the Red Sox and Yankees are 
going to stand for that? 


The jilted suitor. Not long ago, Cabrera seemed 
destined for the Angels, but negotiations broke 
down. The Angels will consider adding another 
impact player (not Santana, they insist). This could 
work out for Baltimore, which is selling Miguel 
Tejada as a third baseman. The Orioles might soak 
up part of Tejada’ contract if it gets them Angels 
prospect Nick Adenhart, a righthander and Mary- 
land native who has gone 28-15 with a 3.11 ERA in 
three minor league seasons. 


The market. With Cabrera’ destination settled, 
the fates of lesser third base options can be decided. 
The White Sox would like to deal Joe Crede, the 
Tigers have incumbent third baseman Brandon 
Inge available, and the Cardinals would love to 
move Scott Rolen, who hasa strained relation- 
ship with Tony La Russa. The Brewers, Dodg- 
ers and Giants, as well as the Angels, are in 
the market. 


The stadium plan. Marlins officials 
say the trade will have no bearing on 
hopes for a new stadium. But the 
team has been butting its head 
against the new-stadium wall for 
almost a decade, and more nega- 
tivity can't be good. The Marlins 
will struggle next year, and the 
expected payroll of less than 
$20 million probably won't 
help locals get enthused 
about coughing up sta- 
dium financing. SN 


So why did nothing get done with the three 
main pitchers on the trading block at the 
winter meetings? According to one execu- 
tive, “Everyone was just asking way too 
much” In the case of Twins LHP Johan 
Santana, Minnesota was asking for at least 
two top prospects, plus lower-level pros- 
pects, from the Yankees and Red Sox, and 
neither team was willing to give up such 
talent, plus make a seven-year, $150 mil- 
lion commitment to sign Santana to an 
extension. The notion that As RHP Dan 
Haren was available for less than Santana 
| was false. “Playerwise, it'll take as much to 
get (Haren) as Santana,’ the executive says. 
As for LHP Erik Bedard, the Orioles would 
like to package him with one of the team’s 
bad contracts in any deal. > Red Sox CF Jacoby 
Ellsbury was somewhat frustrated that the team 
didn't contact him when his name came up 
| in the Santana talks. “I - 
haven't heard anything,’ Ti 
he said last week. “Tdlike || 
to, but I understand that 
things change so quick 
and anything can hap- 
pen. I think that’s the rea- 
son [haven't heard—they 
probably don't want to 
be calling me every time 4 ie 
something changes? > 

The Rays informed 3B Akinori Iwamura that he 
will play second base next season even if top 
prospect Evan Longoria isn't ready for the third 
base job. Manager Joe Maddon doesnt want to 
bounce Iwamura back and forth throughout 
the season, so the plan is to keep him at second, 
hope Longoria is ready and patch up at third 
base if Longoria needs more time. > The trade 
of OF Lastings Milledge to the Nationals is 
especially frustrating for Mets fans because it 
might not have been necessary if the team 
hadn't left C Jesus Flores available in last year’s 


S 


ee 


The Twins want the world for Santana. 
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Rule 5 draft. Flores, who played Class A ball in 
2006, was selected by Washington and jumped 
to the big leagues last season. The Nationals 
were so impressed with 
I} Flores that they dealt 
| C Brian Schneider to the 

Mets as part of the 
Milledge package. The 
f Mets could have kept 
\ Flores and not needed to 
| trade a promising player 
|| for a catcher. > The two- 
| year deal CF Andruw 
Jones got from the Dodg- 
ers should help set the market for CF Aaron 
Rowand. CF Torii Hunter got five years from the 
Angels, and Rowand is likely to get something 
between two and five. The White Sox would 
like to get Rowand back, but not at the five years 
he’s seeking. > The Cubs, disappointed that for- 
mer Rockies 2B Kazuo Matsui chose to sign 
with the Astros, have been making a push for 
Orioles 2B Brian Roberts. But it’s unlikely 
LHP Sean Marshall or LHP Rich Hill will be 
enough to persuade Baltimore to deal, and the 
Cubs don’t have much else to offer. 


speedreads 


The Twins say they're willing to head into next season with Johan Santana on the roster, but there's no 
way the team can afford to do that. He has already passed on a $20 million-per-year extension, and 
the team isn't going to improve on that offer. Minnesota can't afford to lose Santana in free agency 


next offseason and get only draft picks in return. 


Congrats to Andruw Jones, whose two-year, $36.2 million contract with the Dodgers means he will be 
paid $100,000 more per year than Angels center fielder Torii Hunter. But considering Hunter will get 
$90 million over five years, we'll hold off on calling Jones the winner among free-agent center fielders. 


aeeeeeeeteenessensscsseananssseneesseseserensenanesnsnesneresssnsnsnnsnsassntnnsesees: 
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Ah, the poor Rangers. Not only have they been unable to add pitching, they missed on their big target, 
Hunter, and are now looking at free-agent signee Milton Bradley in center field. 


ILLUSTRATION BY JACK KRUYNE / SN 
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With the ANGELS’ acquisition of CF Torii Hunter, 
look for Gary Matthews to play all three outfield 
positions and DH. And with the departure of 
SS Orlando Cabrera, expect Matthews to bat in 
either the 1 or 2 spot and Erick Aybar to get first 
crack at the shortstop job, with Maicer Izturis in 
the wings. ... If the TWINS trade RHP Joe Nathan, 
manager Ron Gardenhire says they need to get 
a closer in return. Some think RHP Pat Neshek 
could fill that role, but the Twins don’t seem to 
agree. ... With the return of LHP Andy Pettitte 
and the breakdown of trade talks for LHP Johan 
Santana, the YANKEES turned their attention 
to the bullpen. They liked what they got from 
RHPs Joba Chamberlain and Ross Ohlendorf 
down the stretch in 2007, so they're considering 
breaking in several more young starters as reliev- 
ers. With the high cost of finding reliable relief 
help, the Yankees might take the cost-efficient road 
and choose from an available crop that includes 
Alan Horne, Kei Igawa, Jeff Marquez, Darrell 
Rasner and Steven White. ... The RANGERS have 
decided to make Jarrod Saltalamacchia a full- 
time catcher rather than having him split time 
at first base. But Saltalamacchia still will have to 
beat out Gerald Laird for the starting job. ... The 
RAYS did some necessary housecleaning by trad- 
ing troubled CF Elijah Dukes to the Nationals for 
minor league prospect Glenn Gibson, a lefty who 
has a good curveball and changeup and excellent 


control. ... The INDIANS filled their only serious 
need by acquiring utility infielder Jamey Carroll. 
Carroll hit just .225 in 2007, but the team was more 
concerned with defense than offense. The Indians 
don't believe backup 2B Josh Barfield has the skill 
to play shortstop. ... Stymied in their attempts to 
make big package deals for LHP Erik Bedard and 
SS Miguel Tejada, the ORIOLES stayed under the ra- 
dar with two minor deals. They signed C Guillermo 
Quiroz to back up starter Ramon Hernandez and 
selected RHP Randor Bierd in the Rule 5 draft. 
Bierd is a hard-throwing sinkerballer who could 
fit in the bullpen. ... The TIGERS seem convinced 
that free-agent pickup RHP Francisco Cruceta 
can fill their relief needs. Cruceta’s big curveball 
and mid-90s fastball are impressive, but he won 
over scouts with his command during winter 
ball. ... MARINERS manager John McLaren has 
challenged CF Ichiro Suzuki to steal a minimum 
of 80 bases next season—43 more than he did 
last year and 24 more than his major league high. 
McLaren also predicts 1B Richie Sexson will 
bounce back and hit at least 40 home runs. 


CORRESPONDENTS: Baltimore, Spencer Fordin; Boston, 
lan Browne; Chicago, Scott Merkin; Cleveland, Anthony 
Castrovince; Detroit, Jason Beck; Kansas City, Dick 
Kaegel; Los Angeles, Lyle Spencer; Minnesota, Kelly 
Thesier; New York, Bryan Hoch; Oakland, Mychael Urban; 
Seattle, Jim Street; Tampa Bay, Bill Chastain; Texas, T.R. 
Sullivan; Toronto, Jordan Bastian. 


FOCUS: 


Matthews will be 
on the move in 
2008 for the 
new-look Angels. 


A's G.M. Billy Beane, who said he would have to be blown away 
by an offer for RHP Dan Haren or RHP Joe Blanton, wasn’t. And 
now he’s leaning toward getting his team healthy rather than 
starting a full-blown rebuilding process. One sign Beane isn't 
planning to start over: He met with the agent of closer Huston 
Street to discuss a multiyear contract. ... Although the Red Sox 
didn’t make any moves, they left Nashville as the favorites to land 
LHP Johan Santana. G.M. Theo Epstein’s other objectives are more 
complementary—bolstering his bench and bullpen. If CF Coco Crisp 
isn’t traded for Santana, he probably will be moved in another deal. 
The Sox also are shopping RHP Julian Tavarez. ... The Blue Jays 
were front and center at the winter meetings, adding depth with a 
couple of minor moves and getting involved in some trade talk. 
Toronto acquired OF/IF Buck Coats from the Reds and will give him 
a shot at winning the final bench job. RHP Randy Wells, a Rule 5 
pickup, will compete for a bullpen spot. The team also discussed a 
trade involving RF Alex Rios and young Giants RHP Tim Lincecum. 
... Signing OF Jose Guillen gave the Royals needed righthanded 
power, but they missed in their bid to sign CF Andruw Jones. The 
new wish list: a starting pitcher, such as Hiroki Kuroda, who will 
command a high price, and bullpen help around new setup man 
Yasuhiko Yabuta. ... Carlos Quentin gives the White Sox an option 
in left field or off the bench. His role will depend on what happens 
’ = os = ee . with the team’s quest for an impact outfield bat in center and a 
Guillen is taking his bat to K.C., which hit the fewest homers in the majors in ’07. speedy leadoff hitter. 
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BREWERS scouts delivered good reports on 
RHP David Riske, a free-agent pickup. His fastball 
tops out at 91-92 mph, but he throws with deception 
and hitters struggle to pick up his pitches. Riske will 
figure into the late-inning mix. ... The METS expect 
RHP Pedro Martinez to be able to pitch with just four 
days between starts next season. Martinez, less than a 
year removed from rotator cuff surgery, was allowed 
five days between starts last September, which caused 
some disruption to the rotation. ... The PADRES 
added LHP Randy Wolf, whose 2007 season with the 
Dodgers got cut short because of shoulder surgery. 
Wolf is a proven winner but has had injury issues in 
every season since going 16-10 with the Phillies in 
2003. He'll compete for a spot in the team’s deep rota- 
tion. ... The PIRATES selected RHP Evan Meek from 
the Rays in the Rule 5 draft. He has a mid-90s fastball 
and forces a lot of ground balls. The plan is for him to 
work out of the bullpen. ... The REDS were busy in the 
Rule 5 draft, adding RHP Sergio Valenzuela from the 
Braves’ organization. He throws a mid-90s fastball, a 
plus changeup and an average slider. Valenzuela is 
projected as a future starter but likely will be a long 
reliever in 2008. ... If newly acquired CF Cameron 
Maybin is ready to hit leadoff for the MARLINS, 
SS Hanley Ramirez will bat third. Manager Fredi 
Gonzalez is also considering dropping 2B Dan Uggla, 
who had 83 extra-base hits last season, from the 
No. 2 spot to the middle of the order. ... The 
DIAMONDBACKS expect CF Chris Young to get some 
at-bats in the leadoff spot again in 2008, even though 
his power (32 homers in ’07) suggests hed be a better 
fit in the middle of the lineup. ... CARDINALS man- 
ager Tony La Russa says Adam Kennedy is recovering 
well from knee surgery and is expected to be the club’s 
second baseman when spring training begins. The 
bigger question: Will his bat be healthier after he hit 
.219 in 2007? ... GIANTS LHP Noah Lowry is report- 
edly throwing well at his offseason home, which eases 
concerns about the tightness in his arm that prema- 
turely ended his 2007 season. A lot of clubs expressed 
interest in Lowry, 27, at the winter meetings; he still 
could be dealt for a middle-of-the-order hitter. ... 
PHILLIES LHP Cole Hamels is focusing on stretching 
in his offseason workouts in an effort to stay healthy 
for a full season. ... The ASTROS are leaning toward 
using newcomers CF Michael Bourn and 2B Kazuo 
Matsui in the first two lineup spots. That would give 
the club speedy table setters in front of RF Hunter 
Pence, 1B Lance Berkman and LF Carlos Lee. 


CORRESPONDENTS: Arizona, Steve Gilbert; Atlanta, Mark 
Bowman; Cincinnati, Mark Sheldon; Chicago, Carrie Muskat; 
Colorado, Thomas Harding; Florida, Joe Frisaro; Houston, Alyson 
Footer; Los Angeles, Ken Gurnick; Milwaukee, Adam McCalvy; 
New York, Marty Noble; Philadelphia, Ken Mandel; Pittsburgh, 
Jenifer Langosch; St. Louis, Matthew Leach; San Diego, Corey 
Brock; San Francisco, Chris Haft; Washington, Bill Ladson. 


The Nats believe the potential rewards that come with adding Dukes are worth the risks. 


FOCUS: 


The Dodgers finally landed the power bat they've long sought in CF Andruw Jones. He is coming 
off a down season in which he hit .222, but he still drove in 96 runs. Jones, 30, is a superior 
defender who hit 92 total home runs in 2005-06. The team now is in position to include either 
OF Matt Kemp or OF Andre Ethier in a deal for a top-shelf pitcher, such as Orioles LHP Erik 
Bedard or As RHP Dan Haren. ... The Cubs didn’t 

get the lefthanded-hitting outfielder they were 
seeking, but they did acquire hard-throwing 
RHP Jose Ascanio from the Braves for 
LHP Will Ohman and IF Omar Infante. 
Ascanio, 22, throws 95 to 97 mph, has 
good command and will battle for a 
bullpen spot. ... Infante’s ability to play 
second base, third base, shortstop and 
in the outfield will allow Braves manager 
Bobby Cox to be flexible with his lineup 
and bench. Look for Infante to get regular 
starts against tough lefthanders. ... The Rockies added 
a power reliever by acquiring RHP Jose Capellan from 
the Tigers. He throws a nice slider in addition to his 
lively fastball. Capellan, 27, has yet to put it all 
together at the big league level, however. ... The 
Nationals know CF Elijah Dukes comes with off- 
field baggage, but they believe his potential made it 
worth the risk to acquire him from the Rays. The team 
expects him to hit 25 to 40 home runs and considers 
him an excellent outfielder who can play the corners 
and center. The Nats, who previously acquired Lastings 
Milledge from the Mets, have significantly upgraded 
their athleticism in the outfield. 


Jones is looking to 
rebound in L.A. 


12/17/07. 11 


Winless Toyota hopes Joe Gibbs 
Racing will be its cure-all—and with 
unfailingly aggressive Tony Stewart, 
the Camry has a shot. 


The need 
for speed 


By Mike Hembree 


he 2007 Nextel Cup season presented a 
sort of bizarre alternate universe for Tony 
Stewart. He might have thought he was 
in a wacky Seinfeld episode. 

Stewart's typical season unfolds like 
this: He opens with a miserable Daytona 500. He 
struggles through the early months, maybe scor- 
ing a win or two here and there but mainly log- 
ging disappointing results. Then, when summer 
arrives, Stewart awakens. He dominates races, 
adds to his victory total and becomes a solid 
force in the season-closing Chase. 

That scenario was turned on its side in 2007. 
Stewart had strong performances in the first half 
(if you ignore a last-place finish at Daytona), 
then trailed off in the key weeks of the Chase, 
ultimately falling out of the championship hunt 
and finishing sixth in points. 

Now, with NASCAR in its all-too-brief offsea- 
son (a slight misnomer because teams are hard 
at work on 2008 machinery), Stewart looks to a 
new season that will have more than the normal 
portion of challenge. Twice a champion in his 
nine seasons with Joe Gibbs Racing, Stewart 
faces what potentially could be the toughest year 
of his career. 

JGR will open the 2008 season as the new 
flagship team for Toyota and its NASCAR hopes. 
The Japanese manufacturer moved into the Cup 
Series in 2007 and did a masterful job of putting 
everyone to sleep. Lowlights: no victories, no 


Any future Stewart victory celebrations also will be marquee moments for Toyota. 


Toyota drivers in the Chase and a scandal- 
plagued season for Michael Waltrip Racing, 
Toyota’ first flagship operation. 

The difficult season prompted Toyota to sign 
on with a top-flight team, something it should 
have done in the beginning. Toyota tried the 
subtle approach when it jumped into NASCAR's 
Craftsman Truck Series in 2004, choosing 
startup teams rather than raiding established 
operations. It basically tried the same formula in 
Cup and failed miserably. The Cup Series has no 
room for subtlety. 

Now Toyota has dumped millions into Gibbs’ 
already solid operation, and big things will be 
expected—and soon. Stewart, the only Gibbs 
driver with a championship and clearly its top 
performer, will be the point man in the search 
for Camry’s first Cup victory. 

Denny Hamlin and newcomer Kyle Busch 
also will drive Cup Toyotas for Gibbs, and all 
three of the team’s drivers are capable of making 


7 


the season-ending Chase. Stewart, who has a 
longstanding and successful relationship with 
crew chief Greg Zipadelli, should have the best 
shot at a championship run. 

At the technical center of Gibbs’ switch from 
Chevrolet to Toyota will be Mark Cronquist, the 
teams longtime head engine builder. How 
quickly Cronquist and his people are able to 
squeeze more power and endurance from Toyo- 
ta’s still-evolving engine package will determine 
how quickly the Gibbs teams can respond to this 
new challenge. 

If part of the Toyota deficit can be closed 
through aggressive driving, Stewart is a good 
start. Few drivers get more out of their cars. 
There might be bumps in the road, but look for 
Stewart and the Camry to make some noise. SN 


Mike Hembree is an associate editor for 
NASCAR Scene. Read more from Hembree at 


scenedaily.com. 


S Castrol GTX Engine Sludge Tip #34 


Engine sludge can happen to anyone, regardless of the car’s age or mileage. In fact, the high 


performance engines of today’s new cars put drivers at an even greater risk for engine sludge 
build-up. Check out castrol.com/sludge for more information. 


ALAN MARLER FOR SN 


GET SUPERIOR SLUDGE PROTECTION.” Because even regular oil changes may not be enough to stop sludge. It can 
build up in yourengine where you can’tsee it. But not with Castrol GTX. Its unique anti-sludge formula helps stop engine 
sludge before it forms. You'll never see sludge coming, But Castrol GTX will. Check out castrol.com/sludge for more info. 


S Castrol 


*in. SW-30 and 10W-30 


ITS MORE THAN JUST OIL. IT’S LIQUID ENGINEERING: 


™ 


——_—_——————————=j_~—s What happens when a regular 

5 guy from Columbus, Ind., goes 
to the big city—New York, in this 
case—and orders a cheeseburger 
at a famous deli? He gets a culi- 
nary lesson. “It's the offseason, 
and I’ve already screwed up,’ Tony 
Stewart said during NASCAR's 
Champions Week after ordering 
a cheeseburger at New York's 
renowned Carnegie Deli, where chicken soup with matzo balls and 
mountainous pastrami sandwiches are the normal fare. “I ordered a 
cheeseburger, and the guy who took our order went back, and 30 seconds 
later, here's the boss coming in, and he says, ‘I don't tell you how to drive; 
youre not going to tell me what you're going to order here? So he brought 
a sampler out and said, “Try this or this, and if you still want a cheese- 
burger, you can get it?” Smoke went with the pastrami—and could finish 
only half. > Clint Bowyer, on his 2-minute speech at the black-tie 
NASCAR awards banquet in New York two weeks ago: “It’s hard to go up 
there and walk the plank in front of all your peers. You're just not used to 
this element. If you put me up there in a pair of jeans and a Jack Daniels 
T-shirt, Id put on a heck ofa lot better show than I just put on” > Testing 
is less than a month away. First up is Daytona. About half the Cup teams 
will test January 7-9; the rest will test January 14-16. Two other tracks will 
host test sessions before the Daytona 500 on February 17: Las Vegas (Jan- 
uary 28-29) and California (January 31-February 1). > NASCAR‘ series 
sponsor merry-go-round is on the move again. Craftsman announced 
last week it had notified NASCAR “months ago” it would opt out of its 
contract as the sponsor of the Craftsman Truck Series after the 2008 sea- 
son. Craftsman has been the sponsor of the truck series since its inception 
in 1995, and its most recent agreement was supposed to through the 2010 
season. NASCAR spokesman Ramsey Poston says there is no timetable 
for finding a new sponsor. NASCAR’ top two series will have new names 
in 2008: Sprint Cup replaces Nextel Cup, and Nationwide Series replaces 


- 
if 
Tt 
ft 
fh 

a 
i 


Bowyer 
only looks ‘ » Busch Series. > Cale Yarborough is the only driver to win three consecu- 


comfortable C tive Cup championships (1976-78). A driver has won back-to-back titles 
in a suit. at 11 times, so history suggests Jimmie Johnson will make it 12. Richard 
Petty failed twice to win three in a row, and Dale Earnhardt fell short 
three times. 


A hunting he will go Is/ple/e of 
Clint Bowyer’s memorable year isn't over yet. Bowyer, a native of reads 


Emporia, Kan., will go hunting for the first time at the behest of his 


boss, car owner Richard Childress. If 2007 was “a banner year” for NASCAR, as Mike Helton claims, | would really 
“I have to go shoot a deer in Kansas) says Bowyer, who won his hate to see what his idea of a bad season is. Attendance was down, races were 
first Cup race in September and finished a surprising third in the boring and all 10 Chase events had lower TV ratings than they did last season. 


Chase for the NASCAR Nextel Cup: ‘I've never been hunting a dent a tei TS Soe <meta Sl pena ag 
day in my life. I (just) took a hunters safety course. Bill Jordan from NASCAR got into a little trouble with New York City police during banquet week, 
Realtree and Richard are going to take me on this hunt. They've been when Kyle Busch ran into Matt Kenseth as the top 10 drivers did their 

talking about it: ‘We want to take you on a hunt, we want to get you ceremonial drive through Manhattan. Of course, Busch was the one horsing 

ii the chow (Billjontae Reales CllEloGS) > around. Why, if the guy has this much fun, does everyone hate him? 


i ene ee a ha cae ey o a ee ay The 2008 Daytona 500 will be the 50th running of the Great American Race. 
RDS CVENIIL YOU AQ EV 0 Fe ORs LILES Se ees CL Here's an early prediction: Dale Earnhardt Jr. will win in his first race for 


but it would be kind of cool to hang out with the boss and enjoy that. Hendrick Motorsports. Matt Crossman 
So they're taking me to a real exotic place, someplace I've never seen Spansornd'b S/P/E/E I ae 
before—right back to Kansas.” —Reid Spencer R ” Eitf ss 
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Also, check out 
Troy’s column 
throughout the - 
football season © 
in Sporting News > 
Magazine. 


Listen on the Sporting News Radio affiliate nearest you or online at http://radio.sportingnews.com 


~ Troy Aikman and co-host 
Brad Sham highlight 
the weekend's top NFL 
= match-ups with 
m3 analysis of games, 
strategy breakdowns | 
and interviews with the 
‘a biggest names in 
football. Tune in each 
week for the latest 
news from the locker 
rooms and front offices : 


around the league. 


e, 


WES Be Oe ep NERA So gr on atin s, 


ris 


EX P@SUR E Flying by the seat of his pants 


= Vincent Fuller and Gilbert Gardner went airborne on this catch by San Diego’s 
Craig Davis, but the Titans’ playoff hopes likely were grounded by the Chargers, who 
rallied late then won, 23-17, in overtime—all but landing them the AFC West title. 
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drink 
smart 
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He went out. He got two numbers in the same night. He drank cocktails. But they were whisky cocktails. 


Made with Canadian Club! Served in a rocks ARAN DIAL DRANK lI 
Vil 
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i ' 

‘4 f 
ii 1 at 
_ ft 
7 ay 


glass. They tasted good. They were effortless. 


. 


pear Champions Tailgate Sweepstakes and you could win an F-150 customized 


ENTER NOW AT 


FOXSPORTS.COM/TAILGATE 
FOX 


No purchase necessary. A purchase will notincrease your chances of winning. Musthe a legal resident of the 50 United States/D.C., 18 years or older. Void where prohibited. Sweepstakes ends 1/21/08. 
Forcomplete entry, eligibility, prize details and odds disclosure, see Official Rules at www.foxsports.com/tailgate. Sponsored by Ford Motor Company, One American Road, Dearborn, Ml 48126. 


